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Introduction

A city, that is to say a geographical concentration of a large population,
can only subsist or develop within a system of coherent relations between
its society and the space in which it expands.

(André Raymond)

The city and the urban sphere are thus the setting of struggle; they are also,
however, the stakes of that struggle.

(Henri Lefebvre)

Provincializing Beirut

In the early 1880s, one of Beirut’s flourishing printing presses published the first
six volumes of a monumental Arabic encyclopedia: Dā �irat al-ma�ārif, com-
posed by But.rus al-Bustānı̄. In the fifth volume, the city’s most prolific nine-
teenth-century writer and influential public intellectual dedicated ten pages to
the long history of Beirut.¹ The encyclopedia entry, which culminates in lists
of architectural landmarks and demographic details, not only informs the read-
er of Beirut’s coordinates in the global grid of latitudes and longitudes, in the
Arabic alphabetical order ‘Bayrut’ also ranges between the entries for Peru
(Bayrū) and Perugia (Bayrūjā). In a world of words, the city of Beirut had
entered the academic stage of urban representations. In the Beirut entry of
Dā �irat al-ma�ārif the entire history of the Eastern Mediterranean and Greater
Syria—or Bilad al-Sham—is told as the story of the changing fortunes of 
this city.

Beirut was not only represented as one amongst equals, but by the 1870s had
assumed centre stage in the writings of its literati. Pride of place was given not
only to antiquity per se, but to Beirut’s extant architecture and to what it
became during the Ottoman centuries: a mixed society enriched by urban
diversity. Even after the European powers moved their consuls from Acre to

¹ ‘Bayrūt’, in Bustānı̄ (1875–81: v. 744–53).



2 Introduction

Beirut in the 1830s, the presence of the foreign merchant community never
dominated the cityscape and urban affairs as it did in so many other Mediter-
ranean port-cities. The intramural markets, shops, inns, religious buildings,
private and collective houses shared features and functions with coastal and
inland cities in Bilad al-Sham with which they were connected through com-
mercial, religious, and family networks. Bust.ānı̄, in fact, made it clear that the
borders between city and countryside were rather fluid.² As more immigrants
came to Beirut, orchards turned into suburbs, which emerged concentrically
around the nucleus of the old town and along established traffic arteries.³

Bustānı̄’s text on Beirut begins with a few columns on Beirut’s Phoenician
origins. Next, a narrative of an ever-accumulating urban past covers Greek and
Roman rule, the �Abbasid epoch under Harūn al-Rashı̄d, S.alāh. al-Dı̄n’s strug-
gle against the Crusaders, and the Ottoman conquest of S.yria and Egypt in
1517. This was by no means a natural choice and Bustānı̄’s particular periodiza-
tion differed from contemporary Ottoman and English histories of Beirut.⁴
On the one hand, ‘Holy-Land-scaping’ and philologico-archaeological discov-
eries of the time tended to favour an inverted interest in ancient history over a
recent past deemed in decay and therefore unworthy of study. On the other
hand, military and then capitalist mappings viewed Beirut purely in terms of
its strategic location or as a future investment site.⁵

Beirut’s population grew steadily as immigrants from the immediate sur-
roundings and far-away Arab towns settled or passed through.⁶ Unlike most
other coastal towns in the Levant, Beirut had retained its Christian population
after the Mamluks took over from the Crusaders. This tolerance of religious
diversity was institutionalized by the Ottomans under the millet system. Until
the eighteenth century, Druze, Maronites, and Shiites kept away from the
towns and Jews were few in number.⁷ The Sunni Muslim community consti-
tuted a relative majority and its dignitaries operated the legal and commercial
institutions of the town. Greek Orthodox Christians were the dominant
minority but soon after the Greek Catholic community split from the Eastern

² On Beirut’s population growth, demographic changes, and the umbilical link between city and moun-
tain, see Fawaz (1983: chs. 3–5). ³ Davie (1996).

⁴ See e.g. the illustrated history of Beirut printed in the Ottoman Salname of 1908/1326 for Beirut (pp.
224–30). The Ottoman text, taken from Şemseddin Sāmı̄ Fraşeri’s Qāmūs al-a�lām, focuses on the pre-
Islamic grandeur of Alexander the Great while purposefully accompanying the narrative with photos of the
Ottoman clocktower, Grand Serail, Petit Serail, a police station, and two panoramas of Beirut. Compare also
with Harvey Porter’s undated ‘History of Beirut’ (partially reprinted in Amı̄n al-Khūrı̄, Dalı̄l Bayrūt (Beirut,
1889) and fully in al-Kulliyya, Beirut, 1912) who concludes that, since the 18th cent., ‘Beirut was evidently in
decline’. ⁵ For a study of three 19-cent. maps of Beirut, see Davie (1984: 37–82).

⁶ Bustānı̄ estimated Beirut’s population in the 1870s at 75,000 inhabitants, many of whom, he insists,
were registered in Mount Lebanon. ⁷ Fuess (2001: 325–62).



Introduction 3

Church in 1734 it, too, began to play a prominent role in Beirut’s economic
life.⁸ Although by the early nineteenth century travellers noted the presence of
Maltese and Italians in the port area, non-Muslim minorities were largely
Ottoman d. immis rather than Europeans as in the cases of Algiers, Tunis, or
Alexandria.⁹

Significantly, over half of Dā �irat al-Ma�ārif ’s Beirut text is dedicated to
Ottoman history. Bustānı̄’s narrative did not subordinate Beirut to its natural
environment of Mount Lebanon and Bilad al-Sham. Instead, Bustānı̄ pre-
sented regional and global events and epochal transformations through the
prism of Beirut’s own histories of adaptations, changes, and resistances under
local potentates such as Imam Uzā�ı̄  (707–74), the Tanūkhı̄s, and Arslāns dur-
ing and after the Crusades (twelfth to sixteenth century), and after the
Ottoman invasion of 1517. Since the rule of Fakhr al-Dı̄n al-Ma�nı̄ 
(1590–1633), Beirut and the surrounding mountains became more and more
socio-economically integrated, often, though not always, forming a political
entity.¹⁰ In the nineteenth century, Beirut began to expand dramatically
beyond its city walls as Christians in the mountains fled from decades of 
peasant struggle and sectarian violence.¹¹

The reinstatement of direct Ottoman rule over Mount Lebanon in 1861

ended two decades of civil strife in Mount Lebanon and Bilad al-Sham. Com-
merce with Europe began to boom again, especially the silk trade, benefiting
particularly Beirut’s traders and moneylenders. The harbourfront and markets
in the old city continued to be the centre of commercial activity even as the
merchants and notables moved their residences to more lofty locations on the
terraces overlooking the port. Clusters of mansions soon became urban quar-
ters proper, which were identified over time as the new and modern city.¹²
While the port was the economic heartbeat, the new city was the place where
social elites of all confessions—foreign, Ottoman, and local—mingled and
where schools, hospitals, libraries, clubs, salons, and diplomatic residences
mushroomed in the 1860s and 1870s.

City of Letters

But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s particular reading of Beirut raises a number of important
historiographical and methodological questions that this study intends to
address. The central thesis of this study is that modern Beirut is the outcome of

⁸ Kaidbey (2002). ⁹ See e.g. Reimer (1991: 135–57). On colonial Algiers, see Çelik (1997).
¹⁰ Abu-Husayn (1985). See also Kamal Salibi’s critique of Lebanese historiography in Salibi (1988).
¹¹ Leila Fawaz (1983: 21–7). See also Chevallier (1971). ¹² See Davie (1996).



persistent social struggles over the production of space. First, the tenacious
Beiruti struggle for a provincial capital between 1861 and 1888 provides the his-
torical lens through which I examine the integrated political economy and
public sphere of Bilad al-Sham. Rivalling representations of urban conscious-
ness between inhabitants of Beirut, Damascus, Tripoli, Haifa, and other towns
in Bilad al-Sham brought about a proliferation of overlapping imagined com-
munities stratified into urban, provincial, and imperial geographies. Second, I
will argue that the city of Beirut was at once the product, the object, and the
project of imperial and urban politics of difference. Overlapping European,
Ottoman, and local civilizing missions competed in the political fields of
administration, infrastructure, urban planning, public health, education, 
public morality, journalism, and architecture.¹³

Discursive practices of social exclusion and inclusion were at the centre of
the production of space in late Ottoman Beirut. On the one hand, a distinctly
Ottoman version of Orientalism represented distant Arab provinces as stag-
nant peripheries and backward others.¹⁴ On the other hand and in contradis-
tinction to the Orientalist forms of power which the imperial government
employed in San�a, Baghdad, or rural areas such as Mount Lebanon, Ottoman
bureaucratic reform pursued a policy of social integration—albeit highly 
elitist—in the provincial cities of Anatolia and Bilad al-Sham. The provincial,
urban elites of the reform period—the holders of economic, social, and cul-
tural capital—were attracted to the Ottoman state-building project through
symbolic, ceremonial, and selectively participatory politics.

The late nineteenth-century tensions between Ottoman exclusion and
inclusion, participation and Othering, ran right through Beirut’s social fabric.
The fact that Europeans emerged as powerful contestants in a number of polit-
ical fields only contributed to Ottoman and local determination to carry out
urban transformation. In the various Ottoman, local, and European urban dis-
courses, Beirut’s population seemed to straddle the putative divide between
provincial simplicity and capital sophistication.

The post-war period from 1860 to the creation of the provincial capital of
Beirut in 1888 was a foundational moment of Beirut’s history in which local

4 Introduction

¹³ The term ‘political field’ is borrowed from Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the constructed nature of social
space: ‘When I describe a given social space as a field, it means a field of power which possesses an obli-
gatory necessity [to exist] for the actors engaged in it. At the same time, it means a field of struggles in which
actors compete with each other by different means and purposes that depend on their positions within the
field of power, and thereby contribute to the continuation or transformation of its structure.’ Bourdieu
(1998: 49–50; my tr.).

¹⁴ On colonial knowledge/power relations, see Makdisi on 19th-cent. Mount Lebanon (2002b, 2002c),
Kühn (2002) on Ottoman San�a, and Herzog (2002) on Ottoman Baghdad.



notables, merchants, and public moralists joined forces in an attempt to for-
mulate a modern vision for Beirut. Their claims to represent the city were sys-
tematically and insistently articulated in the struggle for the provincial capital,
in municipal politics, and in newspaper journalism. The period after 1888 ush-
ered in a second pivotal moment in Beirut’s modern history. In the 1890s a
series of factors combined to transform fundamentally the city’s urban fabric
and physical appearance: the Hamidian state, European colonialism, capitalist
urbanization and subaltern resistance. Beirut’s encounter with Ottoman state
reforms, European colonialism, and migration from Mount Lebanon—
particularly after the traumatic experience of the civil war of 1860—gave rise to
particular social norms and physical forms in ways that are still felt in Lebanon
today. A third pivotal moment in Beirut’s late Ottoman history was the Young
Turk revolution of 1908/9 which ousted Sultan Abdülhamid II and introduced
party politics to the empire. In the province of Beirut this event was received
enthusiastically. Electoral politics mobilized the provincial hinterlands beyond
the urban centres and generated patron–client relationships between notable
and constituency that was to dominate Lebanese politics throughout the twen-
tieth century.¹⁵

During the course of the nineteenth century, urbanization and expanding
literary and artistic horizons produced a distinct political field in Beirut very
much analogous to other late nineteenth-century cities in provincial European
and colonial circuits.¹⁶ Intellectual elites, literary societies, and journalists
acted in the field of tension between a centralizing imperial state and an evolv-
ing capitalist economy.¹⁷ A critical consciousness in Arab thought had already
flourished in intellectual networks between Cairo, Istanbul, and Damascus
since at least the eighteenth century.¹⁸ What distinguished the intellectuals in
the nineteenth century from their predecessors was their effect on society and
their transformative power. If urbanization and education increased rates of
Arabic literacy,¹⁹ then the challenge of this study lies in relating the literary net-
works to municipal politics and to the production of space in fin de siècle
Beirut. That is to treat Beirutis’ intellectual activities not just as reflections of

Introduction 5

¹⁵ On Lebanon’s political system of patronage, see Johnson (1986).
¹⁶ Schorske (1994) has been an inspiring reference in the ways he blended intellectual, political, and

urban developments in Vienna. Cooper and Stoler (1997) has informed my understanding of Beirut’s com-
parative global position in imperial circuits and non-European political fields. Beirut’s relation with Istanbul
and Damascus, and the political field it produced, was comparable to the urban relationship between 19th-
cent. Vienna, Prague, and Budapest; Berlin and Hamburg; Madrid and Havana; or Rome, Florence, and
Venice, but none fully explains the Ottoman case of Beirut. On these examples, see Hanák (1998), Jenkins
(2003), Schmidt-Nowara (1999), Riall (1998) respectively, and more generally Ross and Telkamp (1985).

¹⁷ See Jürgen Habermas’s classic, if Euro-centric and normative, study Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit
(1994). ¹⁸ Gran (1979). See also, more recently, Sajdi (Ph.D. thesis, 2002). ¹⁹ Hafez (1993).



the socio-economic phenomenon of urbanization, but as one that played a
formative role in the changing relation between society and the space in which
it expanded.

The intellectual production in and of Beirut had a profound impact on self-
perception as well as the physical shape of the city—it produced Beirut as a
simultaneously real and imagined city. Widely circulated newspapers such as
H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār (1858), al-Jinān (1870), Thamarāt al-Funūn (1875), al-Muq-
tat.af (1876), Lisān al-H. āl (1878), and al-Mufı̄d (1909) not only created a new,
frugal and utilitarian form of print Arabic—lughat al-jarā �id—that would con-
vey and represent the social reform project of its editors. They also provided the
‘broad strokes of narrational order’ by determining the topics of the day which
would be discussed and disseminated amongst the urban population.²⁰
Municipal elections, construction laws, and urban measures were not only
published in official announcements as well as fervently postulated and criti-
cized in front-page, city news sections.

I argue that it was the journalistic institution of al-akhbār al-baladiyyāt (‘city
news’) or al-mah.alliyyāt (‘domestic news’)—the local sections on pages 1, 2, and
often 4—that structured the imagined public sphere most immediately 
and fundamentally. However insignificant the particular events covered in the
baladiyyāt may appear to the historian, Lefebvre reminds us that ‘[wo/m]an
must be everyday, or [s/]he will not be at all’.²¹ Every trifling fragment of news
mediated the built city in all its versatile urban rituals and diverse human 
activities.

Their editors-in-chief—men of letters like Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄, But.rus and
Salı̄m al-Bustānı̄, �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄, Ya�qūb S.arrūf, Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s, and
�Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-�Uraysı̄—also published critical essays and opinion pieces 
on urban government as well as social and personal reform. Invariably, they
shared a positivist belief in the emancipatory powers of education and 
knowledge acquisition—especially of women—responsible citizenship, the
embrace of the modern age, and altruistic love of the homeland. Significantly,
many held positions in the Ottoman bureaucracy and stood for municipal
elections. By the early twentieth century, a Beirut-based network of 
intellectuals spanned almost the entire globe with émigrés like Ah.mad Fāris 
al-Shidyāq, Muh.ammad �Abduh, Jirjı̄ Zaydān, Amı̄n al-Rı̄h. ānı̄, and Khalı̄l
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Jibrān projecting their visions of Beirut from Istanbul, Cairo, Paris, and 
New York.

In the following chapters we encounter But.rus al-Bustānı̄—one of this
study’s ‘tragic’ intellectual heroes—and others as tormented, middle-class indi-
viduals, rather than cultural icons of Arabism, who were driven to put their
world in order after the devastation inflicted on civilians in the war of 1860. In
Bustānı̄’s writings, Ibn Khaldūn’s (d. 1406) classical antonyms of ‘urban civi-
lization’ and ‘tribal barbarianism’ or ‘urban society’ and ‘kinship community’
reverberated strongly. Could we go as far as Peter Gran who has argued that the
revival of Ibn Khaldūn’s work in nineteenth-century Arab thought was a reflec-
tion of the emergence of ‘a critical consciousness among writers of the middle
class’?²² In the context of a critical bourgeois commentary, the Aristotelian
notion of the ‘virtuous city’²³ certainly assumed redemptive or emancipatory
qualities for Beirut’s cultural revival movement which ascribed a distinct civi-
lizing discourse to urbanity.²⁴

Al-Bustānı̄’s encyclopedia entry integrated his ‘Bayrūt’ into four revolving
cultural circles of belonging: Eastern, Ottoman, Arab, and Syrian. Signifi-
cantly, Bustānı̄ never categorically prioritizes any one element over the other
and the entry contains minimal reference to European ‘influence’.²⁵ Bustānı̄
and other men of letters persistently discerned a society that was shaped by
multiple notions of being in space as much as by being in time. Neither the
concept of Westernization nor national fulfilment were the driving forces of
Beirut’s late Ottoman history. Rather the active relationship between inhabi-
tants and the multiple social spaces they inhabited determined the political
economy and urban culture of fin de siècle Beirut.

Although colonial pressure was mounting on Beirut, especially in the fields
of finance, health, and education, I do not present European colonialism per se
as the primary lens of historical analysis. Instead, I prioritize from the outset
the human agency of Beirutis to make their city a provincial capital. Autono-
my of human action implies the capacity to demand and institute change.²⁶
Their struggle constituted a successful urban positioning within the unfolding
imperial state system and the structures of the emerging world-economy. By
challenging the status quo of the Ottoman administrative geography—by 
positively ‘provincializing’ Beirut—the campaigners upgraded their city’s
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political scope within the Ottoman empire, and by ‘capitalizing’ their city, the
petitioners hoped to generate urban investment and lasting prosperity.²⁷

The Production of Space and Everyday Life in Beirut

The Moroccan philosopher Muh.ammad �Ābid al-Jābirı̄ has argued that critical
Arab thought since the nineteenth century has been grappling with a funda-
mental structural tension between authenticity and modernity.²⁸ According to
al-Jābirı̄, the pursuit of the Arab project of modernity remains unfinished. It
rests on an endogenous process in which critical and self-reflexive interpreta-
tions of the past can be developed. To acknowledge the multiple paths and 
contextual nature of modernity—or alternative modernities—allows the
Arab-Islamic world to engage in universal history ‘not as patients but as agents’
of modernity; or put differently, not as passive victims but as claimants of 
history.²⁹

Modernity as I conceive it in this book is primarily an urban phenomenon
whose origins are ownerless and not nationally bounded. It is neither ontolog-
ically European nor non-Western but appeared at the philosophical and phys-
ical encounter between the two.³⁰ As ‘a vital mode of experiences’ modernity
encapsulates the condition in which the relations between space and time, self
and others, were fundamentally reconfigured across the globe. Invariably, these
new human relations were framed in a politics of difference in the pursuit of
improving the human condition.³¹

The Ottoman administrative reforms of 1864 and 1867 turned the imperial
government into a powerful organizer of the historically heterogeneous space
of empire. This power was not repressive as the pernicious trope of ‘Oriental
Despotism’ once suggested, but was, instead, highly productive. In the search
for a solution to the crises of provincial rule in the first part of the nineteenth
century, the Ottoman state referred neither to ‘time-honoured’ principles nor
to outright adoptions of ‘Western’ models of governance. The imperial reforms
were historically conscious, future-oriented, and found inspiration in the
empire’s own provinces. The provinces were, in fact, laboratories of governance
where imperial inspection tours, local petitions, and model provinces offered a
plethora of blueprints for reform.³²
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Particularly under Sultan Abdülhamid II (1876–1909), many Ottoman cities
and towns received ‘face-lifts’ and public health regulations. Railway, port, and
telegraph networks criss-crossed the empire, while the increasingly mobile
members of the new Ottoman mass bureaucracy became omnipresent bearers
of state power in the provinces. Yet, at the same time, the modern Ottoman
state was neither omniscient nor omnipotent, and local power continued to
appropriate its own spheres of influence. As Ottoman state power infiltrated
and colonized urban everyday life in the provincial peripheries, the scope of
locality power, both urban and provincial, also grew.

Thus, although the web of social, administrative, and technological ties
tightened in a politically integrated geography and the Ottoman state pene-
trated provincial societies in unprecedented ways, the government often
adopted existing social structures in order to implement imperial policies.
Moreover, permanent and elected provincial councils functioned as at times
uncomfortable channels of the will of local elites and urban notables. Although
the exchange between Istanbul and the provinces was rarely equal, localiza-
tion—the production of locality—did not occur against, much less outside,
the Ottoman state context but was facilitated by the very political and infra-
structural centralization which it challenged.

Beirut’s ascendancy in the intersecting circuits of the Ottoman empire, the
world-economy, and regional urban rivalries was shaped to a far greater degree
than has been acknowledged by the tactics of its leading merchants and the
constant struggle of its political representatives. Provincial and other ‘small-
scale societies’, Appadurai reminds us, ‘do not and cannot take locality as a
given. Rather, they seem to assume that locality is ephemeral unless hard and
regular work is undertaken to produce and maintain its materiality’.³³

Nineteenth-century cities experienced tremendous physical transformation
because of new dimensions of world trade and international transportation.
Within the Eastern Mediterranean subsystem of the world-economy, port-
cities like Beirut, Izmir, and Salonika operated as strategic locations of trade.³⁴
For example, the port of Beirut was estimated to handle 11 per cent of the total
trade in the Ottoman empire in 1907—level with Salonika but behind Izmir’s
17 per cent and Istanbul’s 33 per cent.³⁵ The world-economy produced these
cities as the object and the project of its expansion.

From the 1880s onwards, particularly in Beirut, European capitalism com-
modified space and ‘conquered’ distance through infrastructural investment in

Introduction 9

³³ Appadurai (1996: 180–1). ³⁴ Özveren (Ph.D. thesis, 1990).
³⁵ Faroqhi et al. (1997: 831).



transport, communication, and ‘public services’. Of an estimated 205 million
francs of major European investment in Syria between 1860 and 1914, over 72

million went into the city of Beirut.³⁶ Considering that the 4.2 million-franc
construction of the Beirut–Damascus Road was the only major investment in
pre-provincial capital Beirut, the years between 1888 and 1914 clearly brought
about the most profound changes to the social and urban space Beirut had
experienced up to that point in time.

Urbanization critically sustained capitalism both as a mode of production
and as a structure of social relations.³⁷ The work of the philosopher of space,
Henri Lefebvre (1901–91), has been a major influence on the way I have
approached Beirut’s urban history. In particular, his The Production of Space
(1974)—in many ways the culmination of his writings on cities—has allowed
me to consider Beirut as a history of ‘counter-spaces . . . not fragmented but
differential in character’. In spite of gargantuan efforts to subdue the city, it
always contained times of harmony without homogeneity, and maintained
spaces of difference without segregation.³⁸

At root, my study sets out to restore the heterogeneous spatial dimensions of
Beirut’s modern history. According to the geographer Edward Soja, for too
long now history has treated time as the dynamic field of social development.
In particular, historians of non-metropolitan places tended to take as axiomat-
ic that Europe dragged human beings along an evolutionary path towards
modernity. As Soja has criticized, while ‘History was socially produced . . .
Geography was naively given’, and he invites the urban historian to become
sensitive to spatial dimensions of social change.³⁹

Soja takes his cue from Michel Foucault to ask why it was that time—and in
particular European time—has been treated as ‘richness, fecundity, life, dialec-
tic’ while in contrast space has been typically seen as ‘the dead, the fixed, the
undialectical, the immobile’.⁴⁰ ‘A whole history remains to be written of
spaces—which would at the same time be the history of powers—from the great
strategies of geopolitics to the little tactics of the habitat.’⁴¹

As a ‘spectral analysis’ of urban life, Lefebvre’s exploration of ‘why space mat-
ters’ examines the impact of planning technologies, ideologies of the centraliz-
ing state and capitalist intervention (often, but not automatically, working
hand in hand) on the spaces and places of everyday life. Translated to the late
Ottoman context, I argue that the reform project of the modernizing state
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attempted to give the space of empire the appearance of a formal, rational,
homogeneous order, hierarchized into different levels of geography and
administration. At the same time, this abstract space of the modern Ottoman
state also generated and contained internal conflicts, sectarian prejudice, and
sources of social domination that lurked behind the very appearance of order.

Lefebvre differentiates three interconnecting modes of modern spatial pro-
duction that help us disentangle the complex set of relations between city, state,
and society in pre-colonial Beirut: the perceived, the conceived, and the
lived.⁴² The first space is a product of human geography, urban functions,
material and physical manifestations of social relations, forms of spatial organ-
ization, the urban sites, residential patterns, and the built environment.⁴³ In
contrast, conceived space contains the abstract, the mental, and the epistemo-
logical sphere, as well as the signs and codes of the city. This is the abstract space
of visuality, order, and future, dominated by rulers, planners, cartographers,
and state institutions. Significantly, these spatial representations are both
abstract and concrete: although the concept of ‘Bayrūt’-as-text (or as-map) is
not the same as Beirut-as-reality, the recurrent literary and cartographic repre-
sentations of the city (‘Bayrūt’) produced a particular urban reality (Beirut) as
a simultaneously real and imagined city. As Italo Calvino reminds us, ‘the city
must never be confused with the words that describe it. And yet between the
one and the other there is a connection.’⁴⁴

Urban social space cannot be understood either as a mere product or as a
figment of the human imagination at the mercy of (modern) technologies of
production as this binary opposition would imply, and Lefebvre reinstates the
historical and ontological dimensions of space by introducing a third spatial
element. This third space denotes the directly lived, representational spaces of
the inhabitants, the way they create their city as ‘users’ through practices,
images, and symbols: lived space ‘overlays physical space, making symbolic 
use of its objects [and forms]’.⁴⁵ This is at once the space of everyday life 
dominated by the political stakes of state and capitalist intervention and the
space of resistance to that intervention.

The everyday life is where the urban historian’s subaltern humanism resides
and where the space of human agency and lived experience interacts with the
physical and conceptual dimensions of the production of space. Lefebvre’s
work anticipates many of the subjectivity-restoring strategies that have become
the hallmark of postcolonial studies over the last three decades. In the context
of urban culture, everyday life is the space of the user, differential space, both
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‘real’ and ‘possible’. As such it contains the sources of collective memory and
subaltern mobilization that lay outside the conceptual powers of the state and
challenged the logic of capitalist expansion.⁴⁶

Henri Lefebvre provides historians with a path to understand urban culture
as subversive activity that defies conventional grand narratives and the tri-
umphalist ‘histories-of-becoming’: becoming modern, secular, national, civi-
lized, etc. He allows us to look beyond the seemingly boundless scope of the
state and capitalism without abandoning the project of critical history for the
sake of urban nostalgia. By focusing on particular themes of the politics of
space in Beirut, we may bring out vital modes of social change and urban expe-
rience that a chronologically arranged city biography would have failed to
notice or deemed insignificant details of a distant past. Beirut’s spatial past mat-
ters because it resonates with the city’s post-war present.

Lefebvre’s final and unfinished research project was to explore Mediter-
ranean cities and the rhythms and rituals ‘which punctuate daily life’ in them.
He asks the pertinent question: ‘Does the characteristic ambiguity of Mediter-
ranean cities in relation to the State manifest itself in the rhythms of social
life?’⁴⁷ For Lefebvre,

[t]o think about the city is to hold and maintain its conflictual aspects: constraints and
possibilities, peacefulness and violence, meetings and solitude, gatherings and separa-
tion, the trivial and the poetic, brutal functionalism and surprising improvisation. The
dialectic of the urban cannot be limited to the opposition center–periphery, although
it contains it . . . Thinking the city moves towards thinking the world (thought as a
relationship to the world) . . . the universe, space-time, energies, information, but
without valuing one rather than another . . . One can hope that this will turn out well
but the urban can become a place of barbarity, domination, dependence and exploita-
tion . . . In thinking about these perspectives, let us leave a place for events, initiatives,
decisions.⁴⁸

The Provincial Capital: a Frame and a Scale for an
Alternative Approach to Urban History

‘[Y]ears ago Beirut was a place of compromises and alliances, which now seem
miraculous; the place of a polyrhythmy realized in an (apparent) harmony’.⁴⁹
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Fernand Braudel’s notion that a Mediterranean space-time continuum exerted
its own rhythm and, indeed, its structural limits to individual and state agency
is valid, too, for nineteenth-century Beirut. However, the traditional cos-
mopolitanism of the Mediterranean and the relative cultural autonomy of its
port-cities were challenged, shattered, and often destroyed by nationalism, sec-
tarianism, and colonial borders by the early twentieth century.⁵⁰

In many ways nineteenth-century Beirut was an archetypal Mediterranean
city. It had a confessionally, ethnically, and socially diverse population, which
owed its wealth to maritime trade with Europe and cultural exchange with
other cities around the Mediterranean. It shared its heritage, habits, rhythms,
lifestyles, and developments with other, connected port-cities. However,
whereas usually foreigners dominated urban economies in the North African
and Ottoman Mediterranean, in Beirut local Muslim, Christian, and, to a 
lesser extent, Jewish merchant houses shaped the balance of trade.⁵¹

The unusual historical development of a confessionally mixed, indigenous
political economy may well account for the persistence of the city’s multicul-
tural and cosmopolitan licence long after it had given way to colonial, na-
tional, and ethnic homogenization in other port-cities of the Mediterranean.
Yet, the violent eruption of the Lebanese civil war in Beirut in 1975 suggests that
we may have been distracted from noticing that Beirut’s multicultural cos-
mopolitanism was fraught with historically rooted, structural inequalities and
injustices.

By the end of the nineteenth century ‘progressive time’ became an impor-
tant marker of social difference not only for the state but for the local bour-
geoisie, too. In Beirut, one of the recurring and underlying themes of the
Arabic literary movement was the notion of the new age (al-�as.r al-jadı̄d),
which carried a particular Zeitgeist (rūh. al-�as.r).⁵² On one level, contemporary
writers and journalists in Beirut celebrated modern times (new technologies,
scientific inventions, and discoveries) as the force of the future that would
purge their society from an allegedly ignorant, backward, and violent past. On
another level, this kind of ‘epochalism’ was also a powerful social tool in the
hands of public moralists and bourgeois intellectuals who identified the prac-
tices of other, non-conforming classes as pre-modern while establishing them-
selves as the vanguard of provincial modernity.
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The Ottoman provincial mission shared many of the features of a French
mission civilisatrice with which it competed over control of the Levant. Con-
ceived as a means to catapult the empire into an age of modernity, ‘the mission
civilisatrice of the Tanz. ı̄māt man was carried forward into the Hamidian era’.⁵³
I argue that, like in the civilizing mission of French governors general in West
Africa whom Alice Conklin has examined recently, Hamidian bureaucrats
were generally driven by ‘the burden’ that their imperial mission placed on
them to civilize distant provincial peripheries.⁵⁴ In this process, I argue, fin de
siècle Beirut was an outpost, a platform, even a launching pad for competing
civilizing missions while its own urban fabric was constantly valorized and con-
tested. For Ottoman Beirut was similar to but not the same as European
provincial towns and port-cities. It was familiar to Europeans—but in unex-
pected ways. If, as the Jamaican Marxist critic of colonial discourse, C. L. R.
James, argued the Caribbean was ‘in the West but not of it’, then Mediter-
ranean places like fin de siècle Beirut found themselves ‘of the West but not 
in it’.

The experience of the fin de siècle at the end of the nineteenth century was
universally marked by a perceived discrepancy between unprecedented materi-
al progress and moral panic.⁵⁵ Indeed, the term fin de siècle first entered the lit-
erary domain in metropolitan France in 1888 and thus conveniently coincided
with the creation of the province of Beirut. That year a play entitled ‘Fin de 
Siècle’ about shady deals, adultery, and murder hit the theatres in Paris while an
editor of the financial weekly magazine Le Fin de Siècle proclaimed that the fin
de siècle character at its most acute was ‘struggle for life’.⁵⁶

In the words of Stefan Zweig, the Viennese biographer of the European fin
de siècle, generally ‘this generation was inhibited in free expression by the pres-
sures of the spirit of the age’.⁵⁷ As a social and cultural experience, the fin de siè-
cle was by no means limited to metropolitan centres like Vienna or Paris.
Robert Ilbert’s Alexandrie 1830–1930 (1996) and Eleni Bastéa’s recent explo-
ration of nineteenth-century Athens have enriched the historical inquiry into
cities by focusing on non-metropolitan, Mediterranean localities.⁵⁸ Borrowing
from Schorske and Eugen Weber, the term ‘fin de siècle Beirut’ is meant here as
the project and object of cosmopolitan desire of an Ottoman-Arab intermedi-
ary bourgeoisie to belong to a distinctly modern epoch.⁵⁹
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Ottoman military and political reassertion in Bilad al-Sham came on the
heels of Egyptian occupation and subsequent provincial violence between 1840

and 1860. It was sustained by a collective will on the part of imperial bureau-
crats, urban notables, and intellectual elites to contain and overcome the
assumed destructive instincts of their society and emancipate their provinces
from the heavy burden of a violent past. In many instances, I argue, this first
generation of public moralists and cultural critics suffered from the trauma of
a perceived civilization deficit. Against the experience of communal violence in
the mid-nineteenth century, early Arab intellectuals such as But.rus al-Bustānı̄,
Ah.mad Fāris al-Shidyāq, and Jirjı̄ Zaydān understood and used the notion of
tamaddun (‘urbaneness/civilization’) as ‘a generic term behind which disquiet-
ing compromise[s] lurked’ for the concept of Arab civilization.⁶⁰

The nexus between city and civilization was most clearly expressed at the
time in a new discourse on public health. European, Ottoman, Egyptian, and
local authorities began to apply workable techniques of containing disease. I
argue that, for Beirut in the aftermath of the 1860 civil war, public health con-
cerns gradually became social ones, and social relations were increasingly
described in medical terms. Literary elites personalized and gendered Beirut as
‘the Bride’, ‘the Flower’, or ‘Julia Felix’, and began to imagine their city as a bod-
ily structure prone to pathological aberrations.

By the nineteenth century, Ottoman authorities and Arab literary elites used
classical Arab and European Renaissance discoveries of blood and air circula-
tion to develop a scientific and medical vocabulary for Beirut’s economic
processes and urban rhythms. Under these new conditions urban reforms were
meant to produce a healthy city, which breathed freely, pulsated with life, and
moved towards growth. This new urban discourse was intricately linked to the
moralist and confinary practices of the Ottoman state, the production of social
(class) distinctions, and ultimately to the physical transformation of fin de 
siècle Beirut.

Class and Community in Beirut

The long-standing intermediary power of urban notables in Ottoman 
centre–periphery relations continued during the Ottoman reform period and
Hamidian imperialism. Indeed, the nominal autonomy of action that Hourani
has famously ascribed to this social category effectively dissolved into the inte-
grated administrative structure of empire.⁶¹ In the context of post-1860 Beirut,
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urban order and social hierarchy hinged on Ottoman state institutions and
bureaucrats, European consular protection, and a cross-confessional, pacifying
collusion of the city’s notables.⁶² Both Muslim and Christian notables drew
their socio-political status from the ‘vertical’ ties to the religious community
they represented, from their ‘horizontal’ ties of class with members of other
communities with whom they shared a general economic, political, and cul-
tural outlook, and from access to employment in the Ottoman administra-
tion.⁶³ As such, late Ottoman ‘institutionalism’ was as much a representation
of class as of community—the legal consecration of the former perpetuating
the hierarchy within the latter. Together, these ties constituted the resilient sys-
tem of reciprocity between the authorities of the Ottoman state and the local
notables that sustained the tanz. ı̄māt’s conservative reform project.⁶⁴

The autobiography of Jirjı̄ Zaydān, who—like many of his peers—emig-
rated from Beirut to Cairo in the 1880s, provides a contemporary definition 
of Beirut’s post-war class structure. Addressing his son when he entered the 
Syrian Protestant College in 1909, Zaydān divided Beirut’s society into ‘three
distinct classes’. Al-khās.s.a—the distinguished elite—consisted of ‘the people 
of the government and the rich’. This class possessed social and economic cap-
ital which the al-�āmma—the undistinguished general public—lacked. Zaydān
considered the latter ‘the riff raff, the artisans, all the other people with menial
occupations, and the small merchant’. They were ‘immoral crooks’ and ‘idle
vagrants’ who got drunk and ‘were uneducated because of the few schools 
available’.

But Zaydān insisted there emerged an independent ‘third class after the
unrest [of 1860]’. Cultural capital allowed Beirut’s literary elite—the local Bil-
dungsbürgertum—to climb the social ladder while their humble background
distinguished them from the people who inherited wealth or status. At the
same time, Zaydān realized that this group of educated individuals maintained
ideas and dress codes which ‘the common people considered a sinful breach
with tradition’.⁶⁵

In fin de siècle Beirut, perceptions of social norms and conformity to morals
structured class relations as much as access to means of (urban) production. In
the hindsight of this popular Arab writer, during the course of the nineteenth
century intellectuals emerged as a class in and of themselves, distinguished by
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common habits and tastes and by worldviews that distanced them from other
social groups around them. However, up until the emergence on the scene of
lower middle-class nationalists in the 1930s, intellectuals shared with wealthy
merchants and reform-minded notables certain perspectives on urban life,
lifestyles, social values, and pedagogies.

Despite their varied sources of social power these groups were members of a
self-consciously constituted middle class.⁶⁶ Not capitalist penetration and
Westernization per se, but an urban discourse on what a city should look like,
how and by whom it should be governed, and what end it should serve, pro-
duced a city where the intermediary bourgeoisie could achieve social entitle-
ment, economic success, and political distinction all the while feeling
threatened by lower classes who defied this urban order.

The City between Society and State

André Raymond, the leading urban historian of the Middle East, has argued,
‘A city, that is to say a geographical concentration of a large population, can
only subsist or develop within a system of coherent relations between its socie-
ty and the space in which it expands’.⁶⁷ Raymond’s 1985 landmark study
Grandes Villes arabes à l’époque ottomane echoes Lefebvre’s compassion for
everyday life in cities.⁶⁸ Significantly, instead of affirming the essentialisms
contained in the dominant Islamic or Oriental city paradigms, Raymond chose
a relational framework between the Ottoman state and the provincial urban
centres.⁶⁹

Economic decline in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, he argued,
was in fact a figment of latter-day, European colonial imagination. Rather, an
unprecedented degree of security, prosperity, and urban expansion as well as
‘moral and material unity’ developed during the age of the ‘Ottoman Com-
monwealth’. Raymond attributes this to a specific imperial–local interplay of
power that varied from place to place.⁷⁰ He argues that the transformation of
historic Arab capital cities like Damascus, Aleppo, Sayda, Mosul, Baghdad,
Tunis, Cairo, and Medina into Ottoman provincial capitals subordinate to
Istanbul actually led to urban growth and prosperity in these cities.⁷¹
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⁶⁶ Dubar and Nasr (1976). ⁶⁷ Raymond (1994: 17).
⁶⁸ It is significant to note that his personal life has been closely connected to that of Lefebvre whom his

parents sheltered from Nazi raids in the early 1940s. His older brother Henri Raymond (a prominent urban
sociologist in Lefebvre’s inner circle at the University of Nanterre in the 1960s and 1970s) supervised Nada
Sehnaoui’s remarkable MA thesis on the Westernization of everyday life in 19th-cent. Beirut (1981). Per-
onal conversation with André Raymond, Aix-en-Provence, 3 Mar. 2001. See also Nancy Gallagher’s interview
with André Raymond (1994: 69). ⁶⁹ See, most recently, Wirth (2000).

⁷⁰ Raymond (1985: 38). ⁷¹ Ibid. 24.



Raymond’s analysis of urban culture replaced the dominant epistemology of
the religiously regulated city with the methodological framework of histor-
ico-geographical materialism where class differentiation was reflected and
expressed in inner-city spatial relations, ‘radio-concentric residential patterns’,
as well as in the types of houses and neighbourhoods.⁷²

A comparison between the form, function, and structure of Arab provincial
capitals that Raymond has described and those of nineteenth-century, coastal
Beirut brings out the specificities of late Ottoman urbanism. In comparison to
the age of imperialism, state power and ‘qād. ı̄ urbanism’ before the nineteenth
century were constantly negotiated and exercised on a consensual, ad hoc basis.
Islamic law was applied to urban society rather than society adapted to the law.
In his words, what distinguished the age of the ‘Ottoman Commonwealth’
from the nineteenth century was that ‘the actions of the authorities made them
felt more in a corrective than in a normative framework of development’.⁷³

The most challenging approaches to nineteenth-century urban history have
been inspired by Frantz Fanon’s descriptions of colonial Algiers.⁷⁴ Colonialism
created dual cities on the North African shoreline where new European quar-
ters ‘lay siege’ to the indigenous city centres which colonial planners kept
‘frozen in time’. This duality was nurtured by powerful, deliberate, and con-
stant representations of colonial truths on ‘Oriental backwardness’ and cultur-
al superiority of Western rationalism, progress, and modernity.⁷⁵

So compelling were these colonial representations that, according to Timo-
thy Mitchell, they convinced the colonized themselves of their own deviation
from that constructed truth. But here this anti-colonial approach to urban cul-
ture becomes problematic. There exists a paradoxical continuity between cer-
tain assumptions about the local internalization of this colonial construct on
the one hand, and the inescapable passivity of the inhabitants of both the
‘Islamic’ and the ‘Colonial City’ on the other. Powerful European armies,
steamships, companies, and banks nipped all nascent local initiative in the
bud. By extension, then, there prevails a sense not only that both models share
Max Weber’s underlying assumption that cities in the Middle East are locales
of illegitimate authority, but that there had once been an authentic core that
has irretrievably been destroyed by the evil forces of modernity.⁷⁶

The late Ottoman provincial capital certainly prepared Beirut for its later
role as national capital of the Republic of Lebanon when the scale of social
organization and the measure of urban intervention was drastically expanded.
Although the French authorities often completed urban designs already
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⁷² Raymond (1985), 271–3. ⁷³ Ibid. 129. ⁷⁴ Fanon (1967: 35–67; and 1990: esp. 29–30).
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launched in the late Ottoman period, Beirut’s authorities did not create a fully
fledged bifurcated city that had become so commonplace in the North 
African Mediterranean until Beirut became the headquarters of the French
colonial government in the Levant in 1920. As French officials occupied the
higher echelons of government and the foreign population exploded from 5 to
15 per cent of the total, the urban fabric, particularly the old city and the coast-
line, was radically transformed through a systematic colonial attempt to cast
the new French civic order in modern architectural form.⁷⁷ In the late
Ottoman empire, the imperial capital Istanbul was the first city to undergo a
veritable urban revolution in which urban spaces became increasingly differ-
entiated economically and symbolically. The grand plans for Istanbul, the
ostentatious architecture of new sultanic palaces, government buildings, huge
apartment blocks, and private villas along the shores of the Bosphorus gave the
Ottoman capital a powerful appearance of political reinvigoration.⁷⁸ Like the
capitals of European empires, Istanbul underwent an architectural boom in the
nineteenth century that reinforced the imperial government’s perceptions of
metropolitan superiority vis-à-vis the empire’s provinces.

Outside the imperial capital, Ottoman modernity and the Hamidian mis-
sion civilisatrice were systematically staged in the regional centres. While 
most cities had been provincial capitals throughout much of Ottoman rule
(Damascus, Aleppo, Mosul, or Baghdad), Beirut was granted this status only as
a consequence of nineteenth-century economic prosperity and local lobbying.
As a provincial capital, Beirut became a site of new and enforced manifestations
of state presence as well as local and regional consciousness. The introduction
of administrative changes brought about new provincial boundaries, state
institutions, imperial architecture, and urban planning. It was in these materi-
al domains that the Ottoman state inscribed its imperial project most visibly,
tangibly, and effectively. Within the provincial context, free-standing adminis-
trative buildings, monuments, wide boulevards, and sumptuous squares creat-
ed an image of a specifically Ottoman symmetry, regularity, and order, which
appeared to physically frame everyday life in public places.⁷⁹

In the imperial hierarchy of Ottoman cities, Istanbul stood at the centre. At
the height of Sultan Abdülhamid’s rule in 1900, the imperial metropole com-
manded twenty-nine provincial capitals or vilāyet merkezi.⁸⁰ More or less 
permanent representatives from these provinces sat on the Council of State
( şurāyı devleti) where they channelled provincial matters into the central 
legislative process.⁸¹ Provincial capitals generally ruled over four to six 
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subprovinces and their respective urban centres (sancak. merkezi) but some of
the sancak. s or mutas.arrifiyyas, like Mount Lebanon or Jerusalem, were region-
ally autonomous and under direct rule from Istanbul.⁸² These subprovincial
centres, in turn, administered districts, k. āz.ās. The smallest unit in the
Ottoman provincial administration was the commune (nāh. iye) or, in the cities,
the neighbourhood (mah.alle) run by a quarter leader (mukhtār). Towns occa-
sionally climbed up or down this ranking but this nomenclature remained the
basic structure of Ottoman provincial rule between the provincial reorganiza-
tion of the empire in the 1860s and the First World War.

In sum, four qualities of the Ottoman provincial capital emerged out of the
reform period. First, it was invested with an administrative function and a
political size. Second, it was marked by relational capacities, towards both
Istanbul and the province between which it mediated power, dominant mean-
ing, and culture. Third, it was both contextual because of its own historical
space and the long-standing relations with its natural environment, and con-
jectural because of its dependence on the abstract space of the new Ottoman
politico-administrative system of which it was part. Finally, it was maintained
by a population conscious of its urbanity. In But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s words: ‘The
inclination among the people of Beirut is urban’ (al-hawāya �ind ahl Bayrūt
maddānı̄).⁸³ Through these processes and phenomena, the Ottoman provin-
cial capital became a model space ‘in a matrix of imperial regulations’ that
applied to the entire geography of the empire.⁸⁴

Beirut’s provincial capital dimension thus offers an analytical framework
that captures both the scale and the scope of its particular and its universal
modern history. In the late Ottoman galaxy, Beirut was a bright star, a re-
gional centre of administration, learning, and leisure, but it was part of larger
imperial constellations. Although Beirut constantly interacted with the wider
world, in particular through trade and migration networks, as a provincial 
capital, Beirut was first and foremost operating on the scale of a regional 
subsystem.⁸⁵
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⁸² Invariably, a sancak. is also referred to as a mutas.arrifiyya or liwā � in modern Arabo-Ottoman 
terminology.

⁸³ Muh. ı̄t. al-Muh. ı̄t., 949. The word al-hawāya was one of many Arabic neologisms invented during the
Nahd.a. It connoted appeal, tendency, or desire.

⁸⁴ Foucault (1984: 241). For an application of these four sets of qualities to other cities of the Ottoman
Empire, see the contributions to Hanssen et al. (2002).

⁸⁵ The local newspapers disseminated this provincial sense of political scale and imagined community as
they organized their news into municipal, then provincial—with dispatches from Nablus or Lattakia—and
finally news from places outside the provincial borders such as Damascus and Istanbul. On scale as an 
analytical unit, see Barth (1979).



At stake in this study of provincial Beirut is to trace not merely the momen-
tum of temporal transitions from one stage to another but, more importantly,
to trace the moments of spatial difference. By taking the thirty-year experiment
of the Ottoman province of Beirut as the historico-geographical frame, this
study aims to step out of the conventional periodization in modern Lebanese
historiography which has generally been structured by either Beirut’s
‘encounter with the West’ or the territorial integration and institutional partic-
ularity of Mount Lebanon.
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I

�
Capitalizations



I felt [Beirut] is a different city: It is not the city of ‘endings’, like 
Damascus, but the city of ‘beginnings’. It is not the city of ‘certainty’, 
but of ‘searching’. Thus, it is not a finished building, which you have to
enter just as it is, and live in it as it is. It is, to the contrary, an open 
project, which is never completed. I felt that Beirut is like love: a constant
beginning; and that it is like poetry: it must always be created anew.

(Adonis (1993), tr. in Khairallah (2002: 514))



1

�
The Struggle for 

Self-determination

The important fact of the growth of Beirut in the nineteenth century was
not simply the replacement of one major trading port by another—Beirut
was not simply the successor of Sidon and Acre—but the growth of a new
kind of relationship with the . . . hinterland.

Hourani quoted in Polk and Chambers (1986: 22)

In May 1865, a milestone petition reached the Ottoman government from
Beirut.¹ Two hundred signatories from among the urban merchants, notables,
and clergy demanded nothing less than that the sultan change the empire’s
administrative geography and grant Beirut the status of an Ottoman provincial
capital. The subsequent struggle over the administrative geography of Bilad 
al-Sham—or Greater Syria—which was finally decided in Beirut’s favour 
in March 1888, demonstrates two pivotal and overlooked aspects of the social
history of the late Ottoman Empire.

First, it shows the local identification with one’s city and the extent to which
urban consciousness was mobilized by urban elites in order to transform the
strategic position of their cities within the evolving Ottoman administrative
hierarchies and provincial boundaries. Second, the intensity of the ensuing
provincial rivalries between cities suggests that Bilad al-Sham constituted a sin-
gle integrated political economy in which a host of overlapping imagined
macro and micro communities competed with each other. These political rival-
ries and competing representations of urban consciousness provided a rich 
cultural and geographical repertoire on which the various Arab nationalist
movements that emerged out of the historical conjecture of the First World
War could draw.

¹ Başbakanlık Arşivi (hereafter BBA), Istanbul, ID, 37280.



The first part of this book thus offers an analytical scope that transcends and
pre-dates the geographies of latter-day nation states. Historically, urban rivalry
evolved around processes of towns and cities vying not only for markets but
also to be designated the seat of a court or imperial administration. The term
capitalization entered the English journalistic vocabulary in the same year the
Beirutis launched their first petition. Commenting on the urban effects of the
transfer of Italy’s imperial capital from Turin to Florence in 1864, the Pall Mall
Gazette opined that ‘Florence is being summarily subjected to the advantages
of capitalization.’² Cities began to serve as models of the modern state in the
nineteenth century.³ As in France, and Italy where ‘new networks emerged and
winning a law court, a tax office, or a prefecture lifted a town’s status and pro-
vided economic benefit’,⁴ in Bilad al-Sham, urban rivalry instilled a sense of
local, urban patriotism or even a ‘chauvinisme des villes’ as Antoine Abdel
Nour called it.⁵ Urban patriotism provided the ideological underpinning for a
will to urban government and to public spirit. Rivalry between urban centres
intensified in the nineteenth century, as the stakes increased and towns and
cities in Bilad al-Sham underwent a dual integration, commercially with the
world-economy and politically with the Ottoman Empire.

Beirut first boomed economically in the early nineteenth century less
because of an advantageous geographical position within the unfolding world-
economy, than because of two diametrically opposed strategies of the city’s
notables. I argue that Beirut owed its initial ascendancy to its merchants’ sub-
versive activities to undercut the monopoly system imposed by the rulers of
Acre on the Levant.⁶ In contrast to this strategy, the second half of the century
was marked by concerted local efforts to invite Ottoman state power to Beirut
by upgrading the city to the status of a provincial capital.

From Acre to Beirut

The échelle of Acre has for long been regarded only as a fortified town whose governor
takes umbrage at any foreigner who settles in it because he wants to be the only monop-
olist of the products of his territory . . . Beirut has always been a port with great com-
mercial potential; but for a very long time it was held as a fief, by the princes of the
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² Pall Mall Gazette, 9 (10 Oct. 1865), quoted in Oxford English Dictionary: ‘ “Capitalization” 1. a. The
action of converting into capital, or of representing an annual income or payment by its capital value; 1. b.
The sum or figure resulting from the action of converting into capital. 2. Conversion into a capital city.’ I
would like to thank John Chalcraft for pointing me to this reference.

³ Foucault (1984: 241–2). ⁴ Cohen (1998: 16). ⁵ Abdel Nour (1982: 265–6).
⁶ Here I take my cue from Philipp (2002).



Mountain . . . Before and even after 1814 there was only one European merchant in this
port, yet Beirut was already considered to be the most active trading port of the coast;
from this one can infer that it was not precisely the establishment of European trading
houses that gave Beirut its importance.⁷

On the following pages, I shall demonstrate what factors—if ‘not precisely the
establishment of European trading houses’—led to the rise of Beirut during the
long nineteenth century. The turn of the eighteenth century marked the climax
of the power of local potentates in the Arab provinces.⁸ A series of Ottoman
military defeats against European empires and a worsening fiscal crisis allowed
ambitious provincial tax farmers (multazims), tax collectors (muh.assils), and
urban notables—against an annual tax payment to the Ottoman sultan—
to gain significant political autonomy in the expanding realms of Egypt, 
Damascus, Northern Palestine, and Mount Lebanon. Within this regional
power constellation in which the provincial rulers frequently fought wars
against each other, Acre emerged as the unconstested port-city of the Levant
serving as the entrepôt of cotton, grain, and olive oil from the valleys of the
Galilee, Nablus, and the plains south of Damascus.⁹ It became the administra-
tive centre of the Ottoman province of Sidon when Ah.mad Pasha al-Jazzār
moved the seat of government from Sidon to Acre in 1788.¹⁰

Acre’s economic boom was largely based on an effective implementation of
a system of monopoly over regional exports. So long as al-Jazzār paid his dues
to the Sublime Porte in Istanbul, he had a free hand over the political economy
of his realm. This system was politically and militarily administered by consec-
utive pashas of the well-fortified port-city of Acre, who controlled the vast
coastal strip from Tripoli to Gaza. Between the 1740s and the 1800s, these rulers
were able, often with brutal force, to establish themselves as sole middlemen
between the French merchants and peasant production by guaranteeing supply
of produce in return for fixed prices.¹¹ As long as European demand for cotton
or grain rose, Acre’s rulers profited handsomely. The city was set for a prosper-
ous future.

The Moment of the ‘Merchant Republic’

Acre’s prosperity was undermined, however, by the growing commercial asser-
tion of a small community of mainly Damascene merchants in Beirut at the
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¹¹ Philipp (2002: 102–3).



beginning of the nineteenth century. The growing trading activity of this 
community with British merchants—first clandestinely and then more openly
in defiance of Acre’s commercial monopoly—broke the city’s tight control over
the entire region. And it was made possible precisely because at that particular
moment in history, Beirut lay outside the military reach of the regional power
in Acre.

Although considerable efforts went into reinforcing Beirut’s fortifications
and water supply after ousting the Russian occupation of 1772, Beirut’s trade
had generally dwindled under Ah. mad al-Jazzār. There had been efforts of little
consequence by Italian and Danish merchants to promote Beirut’s harbour in
the eighteenth century. Then, in 1808 a French consular representative in Acre
recognized that Beirut had replaced Sidon as the port of Damascus.¹² Because
of monopoly control in Sidon and Acre, captains of the British merchant fleet
soon began to realize that better deals could be struck in Beirut. Sulaymān
Pasha al-�Ādil, the ruler of Acre between 1804 and 1818, was disturbed by these
activities and in 1811 imposed a heavy fine on the merchants of Beirut. When
Beirut refused to comply he considered military intervention. Significantly,
resistance to the authorities in Acre was led by Muslim clerics (�ulamā � ) and
Damascene merchant houses with branches in Beirut.¹³ With the memory of
their eviction from Beirut by Ah.mad al-Jazzār in 1773 still fresh, Druze leaders
south of Beirut also teamed up with the merchants and �ulamā � in Beirut to pro-
tect the city against Sulaymān Pasha’s punitive strike and the Beiruti merchants
continued to undermine the prices set in Acre.

The erosion of Sulaymān Pasha’s control over Beirut turned out to be the
weak spot in Acre’s monopoly system and Thomas Philipp argues that ‘if one
looks for turning points in history this act of successful open resistance by the
merchants of Beirut could be considered the beginning of Beirut’s rise’.¹⁴
When the prolific British globe trotter James Buckingham visited Syria 
and Palestine in the mid-1810s, Beirut was already considered a flourishing
commercial city with an estimated 8,000 inhabitants. At this time an
impressed French consul of Acre, Pillavoine, visited Beirut and commented:
‘the Pasha of Acre is without authority. His customs official, who is one of his
slaves, is taunted if he causes the least irritation. The representative of the Pasha
is nothing, the Mufti everything.’¹⁵ Consul Pillavoine suggested to the Quay
d’Orsay that the consulate be moved from Acre to Beirut and emphatically
summed up his assessment with the explanation that Beirut had become ‘a
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Republic of Merchants [a byword that has stuck until today] with their own
powers and laws’.¹⁶

Immigration shaped the first phase of Beirut’s regional ascendancy as a mer-
cantile enclave in a region of monopoly rule. As a ‘merchant republic’, Beirut
thrived against the odds of the regional urban hierarchy and, I argue, against
the adverse structure of its own urban layout. So far, Beirut’s ascendancy was
not the outcome of a deliberate government planning effort. On the contrary,
the city distinguished itself as an urban asylum for immigrants from embattled
regions in Bilad al-Sham. For all these migrants, Beirut’s walls provided 
protection while the town’s notables acquired something of a reputation for
bravely defying the regional authorities.

Beirut became not only a cherished prize but also an uncomfortably
autonomous entity in the struggle for regional hegemony. Since his capture of
Beirut in 1777, al-Jazzār Pasha had been required to pay the sultan in Istanbul
an annual tithe of 60,000 piastres for this urban tax farm or iltizām.¹⁷ By 1809,
tenancy of the Beirut iltizām had risen considerably and cost Sulaymān Pasha
of Acre some 60 bourses (or 300,000 piastres) per year.¹⁸ The growing prosper-
ity of Beirut made it an attractive but expensive city to hold as well as a difficult
city to control.

The Egyptian Occupation and the Making of a Port-City

Of all the échelles of the Levant at the turn of the eighteenth century, Beirut was
the maritime town with least imperial authority within its walls. Ottoman 
governors resided elsewhere and military barracks were still absent.¹⁹ Its com-
mercial assertion notwithstanding, Beirut’s formal politico-administrative
recognition was still denied by the regional powers residing elsewhere. At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Beirut did not yet have a customs office
while Tripoli was promisingly considered ‘a small-scale Marseille’ as major end-
point of the Mediterranean silk trade.²⁰ Although the customs authorities in
Tripoli already expressed worries about the increasing trade going through the
port of Beirut, it was only under Egyptian rule in the 1830s that Beirut was
transformed into a port-city (see Figure 1).

The main concern of Ibrāhı̄m Pasha, the Egyptian general and son of the
ruler of Egypt, Meh.med �Alı̄ Pasha, was to reinstate Damascus as the region’s
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political centre between Adana in the north and Gaza in the south. With 
public security (temporarily) restored in Mount Lebanon and coastal trade
revived, Beirut matured into the uncontested port of Damascus.²¹ Under
Egyptian military rule, the power of the emir of Mount Lebanon, Bashı̄r II al-
Shihābı̄, was circumscribed by Ibrāhı̄m Pasha. In contrast to the joint jurisdic-
tion of mountain and plain under al-Jazzār, the Egyptians soon placed the
coastal cities under loyal administrators (mutasallims) who were independent
of the Shihābı̄ emirs of the Mountain.²² Meanwhile, the Egyptian government
heeded a recommendation of the Damascus advisory council to furnish Beirut
with a local council. It consisted of a president, the French-trained, Egyptian
officer-engineer, Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey, and twelve members, six Muslims and
six Christians: �Abd al-Fattāh. Agha H. amāda, �Umar Bayhum, Ah.mad al-�Arı̄ss,
H. assan al-Barbı̄r, Amı̄n Ramad. ān, Ah.mad Jallūs, Jibrā� ı̄ l H. ums.ı̄, Bishāra
Nas.rallah, Eliās Manāsa, Nas.ı̄f Mat.ar, Yusuf �Ayrūt., and Mūsā Bustrus.²³ With
the possible exception of Eliās Manāsa, whose father Yūsuf worked in the dis-
trict administration of Beirut during Sulaymān’s rule in Acre, none of these
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Fig. 1. Port of Beirut, 1830s



councillors were affiliated with the previous, burgeoning network of scribes,
administrators, and financiers under the rulers of Acre.²⁴

Instead, the council was a precursor to the municipal council of the 1860s
where many of the sons and nephews of these members grappled with similar
issues of urban development.²⁵ At the same time Ibrāhı̄m Pasha also paved the
way for a rapid increase in European consular, commercial, and missionary
presence in Syria.²⁶ By the 1830s European commercial expansion—especially
the silk trade with Mount Lebanon—propelled Beirut into the orbit of the
Europe-centred world-economy. The presence of Egyptian and Albanian sol-
diers and the establishment of a host of European consulates and businesses led
to immigration and a hike in real estate value.²⁷ These changes facilitated
unprecedented prosperity—a trend that was only magnified during and after
the Crimean War (1853–6) before it came to a temporary halt during the civil
war of 1860.²⁸

The way in which the Egyptian officers—Ibrāhı̄m Pasha, his mutasallim
Sulaaymān Pasha, and the president of the Beirut advisory council, Mah.mūd
Nāmı̄ Bey—conceived of the city of Beirut differed fundamentally from how
Jazzār Pasha had at the end of the eighteenth century. The maritime threat from
the Russian fleet in the 1770s and Greek corsairs in the 1820s had forced Acre’s
rulers to consolidate Beirut’s town walls, and fortify the seven gates and eight
towers around the town centre. At the same time, the port of Beirut remained
deliberately neglected as Acre’s rulers discouraged trade from Beirut as a means
to sustain their monopoly trade system with Europe. Whereas under the rulers
of Acre military considerations had been paramount to urban development
schemes of Beirut, the Egyptian rulers of the 1830s focused on facilitating 
maritime trade.

At the beginning of Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey’s term of office, the new advisory
council of Beirut was probably still busy clearing up the rubble from the 1821

earthquake. The port basin was exposed to violent storms and clogged up by
what a contemporary traveller believed to be Roman columns.²⁹ Lacking suf-
ficient funding for any large-scale port construction, the council was limited to
building a single jetty from the debris in the basin to improve at least landing
and loading facilities.³⁰ Moreover, traffic connections between the city centre
and the port were non-existent and urgently needed development if Beirut was
to attract the new steam-line trade in the Eastern Mediterranean.
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British consular sources complained in the mid-1830s about ‘various local
inconveniences to which commerce is exposed from the want of a sufficient
number of warehouses—the State of the Customs House—the want of a
mole’.³¹ These and other critical assessments alarmed Nāmı̄ Bey who applied
his training as a naval engineer to generate urban development in Beirut. He
divided Beirut into eight intramural districts and placed a police station in
each. He then ordered street names to be posted on the main throughways, cre-
ated commercial and health councils, and supervised the construction of the
quarantine.³² Under his leadership, the main intramural khans were renovated
and warehouses enlarged near the port in order to improve handling of the
growing volume of import and export trade.³³ The traveller Edouard Blondel
noted the developments of the port area towards the end of Egyptian rule in
Beirut: ‘The streets closest to the sea which are inhabited almost exclusively by
Europeans, consuls or merchants are of medium size. The houses which line
them . . . are extremely irregular but built entirely of stone. It is true that pen-
etrating further [into the city] the streets become narrower and winding.’³⁴

Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey effectively transformed Beirut from a well-fortified tax
farm into an open port-city servicing Mediterranean trade—a project his son
Ibrāhı̄m Nāmı̄ Bey was to continue as municipal president in the 1870s.³⁵
Beirut’s urban restructuring occurred just in time for the Ottoman–European
free trade agreements between 1838 and 1840 to take effect. As a newly shaped
port-city, Beirut’s merchants benefited from the commercial opportunities
from the 1840s onwards.

However, ‘opening’ Bilad al-Sham to the world economy under Ibrāhı̄m
Pasha came at the expense of the Druze community, especially their notables.³⁶
The Bowring report of 1840 and consular observers of the Egyptian occupation
noted both the impoverishment of Maronite peasants and the alienation of
Druze feudal lords. Harsh Egyptian conscription³⁷—including some 2,000

men from Beirut, Sidon, and Tyre—and new taxation demands added to
Bashı̄r II’s long-standing policy of eviction, expropriation, and assassination of
the Druze leadership and led to the anti-Egyptian and anti-Shihābi rebellion of
Druze commoners in 1835–8.³⁸
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Incorporating a Port-City

The administrative geography of Beirut within the Ottoman context had 
shifted for centuries according to the tides of regional politics. The town’s
immediate administrative superiors alternated between Damascus, Sidon, and
Acre. For Druze emirs in the Shuf Mountains south of Beirut or Ottoman
pashas ruling from provincial capitals, Beirut was a lucrative tax farm. In the
1830s, the Egyptians then turned Beirut into a port-city. Their eviction coin-
cided with the proclamation of the Ottoman H. at.t.-i Sherif of 1839, which 
formally abolished tax-farming and ultimately paved the way for the 
incorporation of provincial towns into the new geo-administrative hierarchy of
centralized Ottoman rule.³⁹

In the 1840s, the ‘men of the tanz. ı̄māt’ devised schemes of crisis manage-
ment whereby a select group of model provinces were designated as test cases.
Based on these provincial experiments the administrative reforms were then
applied to the rest of the empire’s provinces.⁴⁰ The province of Sidon was cho-
sen as such a model province mainly because of a sense of urgency to check
European interventions and local unrest in adjacent Mount Lebanon. The
province of Tripoli, on the other hand, was abolished altogether and incorpo-
rated into the enlarged province of Sidon. Although temporarily under the
authority of the governor in Acre, Tripoli had been the capital of its own
province for centuries. However, after the redrawing of administrative bound-
aries in Bilad al-Sham following the Provincial Laws of 1864 and 1867, Tripoli
never recovered its former status.

The relationship between Mount Lebanon and Beirut became an issue of
international concern by 1840. British consuls in Beirut were keen to see the
jurisdiction of the emir of Mount Lebanon extend to the coastal cities, arguing
‘that the influence in Syria of a Maritime Power like that of Great Britain would
be much increased and fortified’.⁴¹ The Maronite Shihābı̄ factions for their
part, too, pressed their French allies to support the incorporation of Beirut’s
coastal plain into the jurisdiction of their Christian mountain district. This
process further weakened the long-standing, hereditary authority of the
muqāt.a�a estates of Druze Arslān and Tanūkhı̄ landlords over Beirut.

With the outbreak of sectarian violence in Mount Lebanon in 1841, the
Ottoman government shifted the headquarters of the governor general of the
province of Sidon from Acre to Beirut (Map 1). This burgeoning port-city was
chosen as a model city for local government reforms along with the towns
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Map 1. Beirut in 1841, after Egyptian rule

Bursa and Adrianople. A provincial council manned by sixteen members 
consisted of imperial bureaucrats, local �ulamā,� and dignitaries, and convened
regular sessions. According to British parliamentarian David Urquhart who
visited the region in the mid-1840s, these councillors quite effectively checked
the imperial authority of both the governor and the treasurer. ‘The Megilis had



complete authority over every branch of law, criminal, civil and commercial’
and full competence over fiscal and public works planning where ‘the Pasha is
only one of its members, and its President his rival. . . . Here is a small 
Parliament, in which every member attends in his place during transaction of
business, with a virtue and a patriotism.’⁴²

For most years between 1841 and 1860, the position of the president of the
urban advisory council in Beirut was held by �Abd al-Fattāh. Agha H. amāda,
who replaced Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey and whose son Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n was a leading
figure in municipal politics and Muslim reform organizations in the 1870s and
1880s:

[t]he former Divan Effendi of this Ayalet . . . Feti Aga [H. amāda] had filled the office
under successive Pashas from the times of the Egyptians. He managed them all, and
made himself necessary to each, by knowing how to pull strings of the various 
Marionettes of plain, city and mountain; turning knowledge into power and power
into money.⁴³

‘Emasculating Damascus’? the ‘Capitalization’ of Beirut

Thus far, I have populated, localized, and fine-tuned the story of the structur-
al formation of a port-city, which Beirut shared with a number of other rival
port-cities in the Eastern Mediterranean.⁴⁴ However, there was nothing about
this process that guaranteed Beirut’s lasting economic and political primacy.
Why did Beirut maintain and expand its strategic economic position even
against the odds of extensive warfare and destruction in its hinterland?

After the civil war of 1860, a passionate battle of petitions between 
Damascenes and Beirutis erupted which was driven by the general perception
that prosperity proved elusive. The lobbyists in Beirut reasoned that their city
required political weight through administrative upgrading in order to jump-
start economic life and political stability after the sociocide in the mountains.

In an economy increasingly determined by mass export production and
monetarization under chronic instability of currencies, the moneylending 
‘seraff system’ provided the vital link in the supply and commodity chains
between peasant production and Mediterranean trade.⁴⁵ In 1848, a British con-
sular report listed the ‘most respectable’ merchant houses of Beirut.⁴⁶ A host of 
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newcomer families, mainly Christians who had migrated to Beirut from Alep-
po, Damascus, Tripoli, Acre, Sidon, and Mount Lebanon a generation or two
earlier, joined the seven leading Damascene merchant families that had resisted
Acre’s dictate in the 1810s and 1820s. As a group of families with a Midas touch,
common goals, and fears, they formed the nucleus of Beirut’s political econo-
my in the latter parts of the nineteenth century. Many of these notable families
were to champion the struggle for the province of Beirut and were to dominate
its political economy.

Some of these notables had already been influential under the Egyptians,
such as the �ālim-cum-merchant Barbı̄r brothers and Ah.mad al-�Arı̄s, and the
councillor in the Egyptian diwan, �Umar Bayhum. New representatives in-
cluded the Greek Orthodox merchants and moneylending houses Dabbās and
Fayyād. , the Fı̄ �ānı̄ brothers, Bustrus and Nephews, Niqūla Sursuq and broth-
ers, Sursuq and Jammāl, Rizqallah and Ibrāhı̄m T.rād, Na�matallah Khūrı̄, 
Yūsuf Sayyūr, and Yūsuf Dāghir.⁴⁷ Non-Orthodox Christians included the
Naqqāsh brothers, Tūbiyya and As.far, the Farajallahs, Thābit and Co., But.rus
Kabbāba, Niqūla Jāhil and son,⁴⁸ H. abı̄b Dahhān, �Abdallah H. annā and �Awda,
�Abdallah Khūrı̄ and Ant.ūn Nas.rallah. The Nawfal brothers had recently
arrived from Tripoli. One of them, Na�matallah, was to become head of Beirut’s
customs office after 1860 and official Ottoman–Arab translator, while Niqūla
Nawfal became a member of the Ottoman parliament.⁴⁹ Francis and Antūn
Misk were Roman Catholics originally from Aleppo. Francis had become an
influential British protégé in the service of Bashı̄r II in the powerful position of
a divan efendisi who was ‘to the Pasha what the grand vizier was to the 
sultan’.⁵⁰

Despite the growing number of very wealthy local merchants and money-
lenders, however, one frustrated chief accountant of the Beirut office of 
the Imperial Ottoman Bank (BIO)—the first branch to open in the Arab
provinces in 1856—discerned a distinct lack of capitalist spirit among these
wealthy Beirutis:

There is a large amount of wealth accumulated in the towns; but it must be borne in
mind that wealth is not capital, and although we may be, like Midas, surrounded with
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gold, yet if that gold be unproductive, it is valueless. The essence of wealth consists in
the capacity of supplying the wants and ministering to the desires of men, and not in
the capacity of being accumulated; and it is, therefore, only when wealth is made use of
for the purpose of reproduction that it becomes really useful, and takes the name of
capital. In Syria there is a great deal of wealth, but very little capital.

The insecurity of property, which existed for so many years under the Ottoman rule,
and the total absence of any establishments in which money could be safely deposited,
compelled the Syrians to invest their gains in the most valuable and, at the same time,
the most portable articles [like] jewels, and it is startling, when visiting at the private
houses of the native population, to see the quantity of diamonds and other precious
stones worn by the females of the family.⁵¹

This lonely accountant was very much a precursor of a new dimension of the 
capitalist system that fundamentally restructured existing economic practices
and dynamics, urban planning, and state–city relations—processes in which
‘[c]apital accumulation and the production of urbanization [went] hand in
hand’.⁵² In late Ottoman Beirut, these processes were driven by political and
financial capitalization which Beirut’s emerging middle class was well-
positioned and able to appropriate. By the time the sultan announced the 
centralized provincial structure, the Ottoman government relied on these
intermediaries to operate its policies locally. Beirut’s merchants and notables
were willing and demanding partners in the application of reform. They active-
ly sought a political path to Istanbul in order to mould financial capitalization
at home.

The Provincial Law of 1864

When the Sublime Porte dispatched the pacification mission to Beirut to
investigate the atrocities of the 1860 civil wars in Mount Lebanon and 
Damascus, the special envoy Fuad Pasha successfully averted the imminent
threat of French military occupation. He based his policies as much on the rec-
ommendations of the International Commission of Inquiry as on the body of
previous Ottoman reform experiences in Bilad al-Sham.⁵³ Between Lord Duf-
ferin’s pro-imperial proposal to assimilate Mount Lebanon into the rest of 
Syria on account of what he considered the previous failure of ‘native 
government’,⁵⁴ and French consul general Béclard’s vision for an independent
‘Christian Mountain’, Fu�ād Pasha’s plan to keep the two provinces of Mount
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Lebanon and Damascus distinct and to institute an independent supreme
council of district governors (qaimaqam) proved more realistic and won 
the day.⁵⁵

When the Réglement Organique was finally ratified in 1861, it constituted a
model of shared rights and responsibilities carried by the first inter-
confessional, administrative council of a unified Mount Lebanon.⁵⁶ Indeed,
the new order in Mount Lebanon was to be adopted in other provinces and
ultimately served as one of the blueprints for the provincial law of the entire
empire in 1864.⁵⁷ But the incorporation of Mount Lebanon into the orbit of
direct—albeit regionally autonomous—Ottoman rule antagonized powerful
clerical and landed Maronite circles in the mountain. Supported by like-
minded French diplomats and missionaries, they lobbied against what they
considered the imposition of an Ottoman governor. Maronite resistance to
Dāwūd Pasha, the first governor of Mount Lebanon, remained strong until the
unsuccessful revolt of 1866, which was led by the ambitious young notable of
the northern mountain, Yūsuf Karam.⁵⁸

In significant contrast, a veritable ‘honeymoon’ between Christian and
Muslim urban notables and Fu�ād Pasha unfolded in Beirut. The Ottoman
special envoy used lavish medal ceremonies to forge allegiance between the
city’s upper echelons and the reforming Ottoman state.⁵⁹ The notables of the
city reciprocated in this highly conspicuous political grooming game. In
H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, Beirut’s first bi-weekly newspaper, the city’s literati outdid
each other with poetic eulogies to Fu�ād Pasha.⁶⁰ The Sursuqs flew Ottoman
flags from their family mansion in East Beirut and held a banquet for the spe-
cial envoy from Istanbul.⁶¹ Jirjı̄ Mudawwar organized a sumptuous party for
Dāwūd Pasha after his inaugural speech.⁶² In emergency measures, the local
authorities repaired and paved roads in the quarter of al-Qı̄rāt connecting the
residence of Fu�ād Pasha and his officers with the Grand Serail across town.⁶³
In honour of the Ottoman government the main throughway from al-Qı̄rāt 
to the city centre was renamed ‘T.arı̄q Fu�ād Pasha’, and the road to the 
Grand Serail became ‘al-T.arı̄q al-Sult.ānı̄’.⁶⁴ The newspaper praised the re-
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establishment of order and stability by Fu�ād Pasha and passionately pressed for
continued Ottoman presence.

The innovations in telecommunication and transportation that swept the
Ottoman Empire at the time nurtured this process of integration. In Novem-
ber 1860, Beirut became the first city in Bilad al-Sham to open a telegraph sta-
tion, although it was connected to Istanbul only after Aleppo’s station was
completed.⁶⁵ The first telegram was sent from Beirut to Istanbul on 1 February
1863.⁶⁶ In the same year, the Beirut–Damascus Road was completed after some
five years of construction. The road crossed Mount Lebanon at midpoint and
shortened the arduous and often dangerous passage over the mountain from
two days to twelve hours.⁶⁷ Over half a dozen European steam lines called 
regularly at the port of Beirut and the trade volume began to exceed pre-war
levels. In particular, the rapid extension of the local silk industry after 1860

spearheaded Beirut’s economic recovery.⁶⁸ The development of Beirut as a
transport and communication centre also affected public throughways inside
the city. Writing on Beirut’s post-war recovery, the American missionary Henry
Jessup commented that ‘the streets of Beirut were being widened and
macadamized to allow the carriages of the French Damascus Road Company
to pass’.⁶⁹

The Beirutis had every reason to be optimistic and felt they were in favour
with the imperial government in Istanbul. In 1862, the sultan donated to Beirut
‘three hairs from the beard of the prophet Mohammed, to be placed in one of
the mosques’, in recognition of the city’s position and function as one of 
the gateways to the Ka�ba—the official port of the Ottoman pilgrimage to
Mecca.⁷⁰ Beirut was linked to Istanbul and Damascus not only infrastruc-
turally but symbolically as well.

On 8 November 1864, the sum of twenty years of provincial inspection
tours, petitions, rule by councils, and model provinces became codified in a
forty-odd-page legal document known as the Provincial Law.⁷¹ The provincial
capital was declared the centre of power. The governor general was directly
appointed by the sultan and from 1864 onwards given paramount authority
over a host of carefully compartmentalized provincial offices whose head
bureaucrats were also appointed from Istanbul. Most importantly, governors
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general depended on the cooperation of members of half-elected, half-
permanent provincial councils which were made up of �ulamā � and wealthy
local dignitaries. These representatives held considerable popular support and
mediating power vis-à-vis the representatives of the Ottoman state. Canonized
in printed law and applied empire-wide, this appearance of administrative
order ‘intended to be essentially an extension of the civil bureaucracy at the
center’.⁷²

The Changing Political Geographies of Bilad al-Sham
The art of geography is of immense benefit for mankind to the extent that some peo-
ple give it priority over the art of history because man is concerned with the divisions
of his existence, of where he resides and what it constitutes. Therefore he requires first
to look at his house [bayt—also family] then to his clan and his people. The reason why
I give this speech is [my belief ] that the geography of the province of Syria is more
important [for us] than world geography.⁷³

The growing number of prominent merchants, professionals, and dignitaries
in Beirut applauded the reforms but, in an arguably unprecedented move, arro-
gated the right to determine the administrative geography of Greater Syria by
calling for ‘provincial self-determination’. Notably, the Beiruti struggle for a
provincial capital sought not to oppose but to improve this law and Ottoman
rule more generally. When the Provincial Law was applied to Bilad al-Sham in
1865, the news came as a heavy blow to the aspirations of Beirut’s notables.
Beirut had been a model city of Ottoman provincial reform in the 1840s, but
the official announcement of the imperial firmān in Damascus on 1 May 1865

decreed that the historical provinces of Sidon and of Damascus be merged into
a single new ‘super-province’ of Syria with Damascus as its capital. As a conse-
quence of this annexation, Beirut lost its privileged status as provincial seat of
government of Sidon.

Administrative offices were dismantled, staff were required to move to 
Damascus, and the city’s new secondary administrators were left without ini-
tiative and authority. Beirut was downgraded to one of eight mutas.arrifiyyas
(subprovinces, or sancak. s) reporting to the capital Damascus. In his reform
proposal to the imperial government dated 21 July 1865, Rushdı̄ Pasha justified
his division of Bilad al-Sham at great length. He insisted with no small satis-
faction that his reorganization of local councils and tribunals reflected the
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region’s complex sectarian composition. His proposal, he claimed, was based
on statistics, ‘on a map of Syria, and on recourse to those with an understand-
ing of true information about geography’.⁷⁴

The merchants and notables of Beirut were devastated and began their cam-
paign as soon as they learnt of the plans for the super-province of Syria.
Between 1864 and 1888, joint petitions by Muslim and Christian dignitaries
were frequently sent to the Porte begging the sultan to turn Beirut into a
provincial capital.⁷⁵ On 24 April 1865—a week before the official announce-
ment of the provincial reorganization—the Greek Catholic patriarch of Syria,
Gregorius, who resided in Beirut, sent a petition in Arabic to the Sublime Porte
in Istanbul.⁷⁶ This petition was signed by priests, teachers, and merchants.
They effectively invited the imperial government to assume direct rule as a way
to facilitate urban growth at a time when ideologues of the mountain were still
advocating an ‘Ottoman-free zone’ in Mount Lebanon.

Some eighty urban notables signed a second petition two days later calling
for the establishment of an Ottoman provincial capital in Beirut.⁷⁷ The peti-
tion first thanked the Sublime Porte for the recent construction work in Beirut,
‘as a reinvestment for the tax collections in Beirut’. To nip criticism from Dam-
ascus in the bud the petition went on to assure that

Beirut is not envious of Damascus or other inland cities, since commerce, the annual
pilgrimage and the surrounding agriculture of Damascus had made it a successful but
different city. Damascus does not need the status of a capital, as the most important
factors are its hinterland and the headquarters of the imperial army. By contrast, our
city has only flourished at the time it became a seat of government for the province of
Sayda. Beirut’s progress is dependent on attracting more people to the city. At the
moment, imperial coffers do not provide for that, [which] is a pity, after Beirut has pro-
gressed so much in the architectural domain.⁷⁸

The signatories left no doubt that they saw themselves and their city as acting
in the spirit of Ottoman reform. Indeed, the text effectively criticized the 
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imperial government for not doing more to promote Beirut as an Ottoman
city. The second petition seems to have been drafted by leading Muslim clerics.
But seals of denominational institutions (the Maronite and Armenian patri-
archs) and Christian families attest to a supra-confessional campaign for the
city of Beirut.⁷⁹ The list of the two hundred petitioners was a ‘who’s who’ of
nineteenth-century Beirut.⁸⁰ Many of them will reappear throughout this
study as municipal members, journalists, educators, patrons of public con-
struction, or real estate investors and concessionaires. Drawn together in the
common cause for ‘their’ city, these individuals and their families were to con-
stitute the local, formative force behind Beirut’s development in the second
half of the nineteenth century and beyond.

The Damascene notables for their part sent irate counter-petitions to Istan-
bul. They employed a narrative of persuasion that was based on the city’s 
customary privileges. The petition accused the Beirutis of destabilizing the
empire. Their insolent claims, the Damascenes wrote, were entirely illegitimate
because they violated tradition and disregarded history:

The Beirutis have submitted a petition demanding that their city be the markaz of a
wilāya [arguing that] their city is a commercial place. [In doing so,] they did not take
into consideration the fact that Damascus unites different worlds and pillars [com-
merce and other]. It is the responsibility of the city of Damascus to bring different mil-
lets to coexist and to take care of their different aspirations. Damascus is the gateway to
Mecca and dealing with aspects of the pilgrimage is one of the most noble duties that
cannot be regulated without the presence of a [strong] governor general. Nor did they
consider that their thoughts are below the ideas of the Sublime State [al-dawla] in
demanding to change what the Sublime Porte has decreed . . . We submit this petition
hoping that you do not consider the demands of the Beirutis.⁸¹

The difference in self-representation between the two documents is striking.
The Beirutis argued in the language of reform, holding the Ottoman govern-
ment accountable for its reform intentions and demanding they be applied to
their own cause. In order to avoid sounding too disrespectful of imperial
authority, they phrased the text so as to play down the gravity of their demand
by reminiscing about the days when Beirut had been Ottoman provincial cap-
ital of Sidon. By contrast, the Damascenes presented themselves as the time-
honoured guardians of the sultan’s rule and the protectors of the religious
minorities in Bilad al-Sham. Were the sultan to grant the demands of the
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Beirutis, he would betray his most loyal servants in Damascus while putting his
lot in with a disrespectful bunch of merchant upstarts in Beirut.

The popularity of the governor general dwindled fast and when he failed to
find ways to contain the 1865 cholera epidemic he was recalled to Istanbul.
Rushdi Pasha appeared overwhelmed with the task of applying the Provincial
Law in his new ‘super-province’—a province that would have been ‘too vast
even for Plato to administer’, to forestall Khalı̄l Ghānim’s later polemic in par-
liament. After a brief and equally hapless attempt by his successor to manage
the vast province, Meh.met Rashı̄d Pasha took office in Damascus (August
1866–October 1871).⁸²

Upon his arrival in Damascus, the new governor general laid the founda-
tions for a new administrative and infrastructural centre outside the walled city.
In the years to come, and particularly during Midh.at Pasha’s rule (1878–80),
Damascus underwent a resounding building boom. Marja Square was devel-
oped as a new government quarter around the Old Serail (built in 1808) where
administrative and public buildings mushroomed. As capital of a super-
province, Damascus became a model tanz. ı̄māt city and underwent a tre-
mendous architectural and urban expansion extramuros. The Damascene
countryside of previous centuries was connected through wide boulevards to
the city centre, to distant Hawran in the south, Aleppo in the north, and on the
Beirut–Damascus road to the Mediterranean coast.⁸³

The Beirutis were jealous. They had envisaged these urban developments for
their own city and felt stifled. To appease them, Rashı̄d Pasha granted Beirut
the provincial seat of the commercial court and the residence of the foreign
relations officer of the province of Syria.⁸⁴ He also convinced his government
in Istanbul to fund a military school in Beirut which appears to have been in
planning since 1861.⁸⁵ These measures did little to console the Beirutis. The
annexation to Damascus had come at a particularly bad time for Beirut. After
two good years of trade, import and export activity of the port dropped sharply
when a cholera epidemic hit the Levant in the summer of 1865, costing 3,000

lives and causing the evacuation of tens of thousands of Beirutis.⁸⁶ Trade came
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from Bilad al-Sham in 1840.
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to a near standstill in Syria and when it picked up again in 1867 the balance of
trade was markedly negative.⁸⁷

Under these worrying circumstances, the Beirutis put much hope in the first
general assembly of the new super-province of Syria, held in Beirut in Decem-
ber 1867. In the run-up to the meeting of representatives from every sub-
province, the Beirut newspaper H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār sent clear messages to the
Ottoman government. It expressed frustration at Beirut’s administrative
downgrading and linked it causally to the recent recession: ‘Last year Beirut
was afflicted by severe financial setbacks leading to a suspension of its trade.
This is clearly a consequence of the abolition of the eyālet of Sidon, and of the
transfer of the centre of the province to Damascus.’⁸⁸

In October, Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄, the editor of H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār and noted
hobby archaeologist, stepped up the pressure and publicly floated the idea of
power-sharing between Damascus and Beirut:

The people of Beirut are still severely affected by the economic downturn that has
gripped their city and their properties. They complain that this is related to the trans-
fer of the provincial centre from their city [to Damascus] . . . We have already pub-
lished their grievances that the sultanic government which is obliged to continue the
cultivation [�umrān] of the country and the well-being of its population, does not
respect the city of Beirut which is among the principal cities under the shadow of the
Caliphate of his Majesty the Sultan . . . We derived from what we have learnt that the
imperial government plans to uplift the damaged city. If it has not been made a per-
manent centre given the importance of internal matters accorded to Damascus it is
necessary that Beirut be made to share with its neighbour the centre of the province.⁸⁹

The idea of this article was later formulated as a petition demanding a power-
sharing compromise, whereby the governor general was to reside in Damascus
in the summer and in Beirut in the winter.⁹⁰ When the petition arrived in
Istanbul in early 1868, the government studied the proposal carefully, but in a
long report on the conditions in the province rejected it on the grounds that it
was impracticable.⁹¹ Nevertheless, under the new governor general, relations
between Beirutis and the provincial government improved considerably.
Rashı̄d Pasha himself appeared to have been efficient and popular in equal
measures. He was able to divert Beiruti demands for an administrative upgrad-
ing of their city onto other more feasible issues such as the enlargement of the
port and the establishment of a municipal council. Rushdı̄ Pasha’s previous
claims to cartographic ‘accuracy’ notwithstanding, provincial borders and hier-
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archies continued to be challenged and negotiated. In June 1872, orders arrived
from Istanbul to sever the Palestinian districts from Syria and create a new
province in Palestine around Jerusalem.⁹²The governor general of Syria, S.ubh. ı̄
Pasha, considered this an attack on his authority and offered to resign. His res-
ignation still pending, the newly appointed governor of Beirut arrived in
August with orders from the grand vizier, Midh.at Pasha, to detach Beirut from
the province of Syria and establish an autonomous coastal subprovince.⁹³ Not
much else is known about this scheme and before any new directives could be
implemented Midh.at Pasha was replaced by a rival at the Sublime Porte after
only two months in office.

However, elsewhere in the province of Syria changes occurred. Probably
under European diplomatic pressure on the Sublime Porte, Jerusalem was
turned into a regionally autonomous province—a mutas.arifiyya similar to
Mount Lebanon—directly subordinate to the Ministry of the Interior in Istan-
bul.⁹⁴ The Ottoman decision to make Jerusalem the capital of a regionally
autonomous subprovince set the stage for future campaigning in Beirut. 
Christian notables sensed a new opportunity for the creation of the province of
Beirut, and argued a case of precedent at the Porte. However, they were
rebuffed ‘for such unreasonable and self-interested demands, and threatened
with . . . punishment’.⁹⁵ The Porte must have suspected that the motive of the
prime movers behind the petition, H. abı̄b Bustrus and Niqūla Sursuq, was per-
sonal benefit. In 1872 the two families owned about 230,000 dönüms (c.57,500

hectares), with a peasant population of some 4,000 inhabitants in seventeen
northern Palestinian villages.⁹⁶ Shifting the jurisdiction of their newly
acquired land to the courts of capital Beirut would place their landowning
affairs on their own doorstep.

The Phoenician Card and the Parliamentary Debate

In the mid-1870s, the newly established newspaper, Thamarāt al-Funūn, joined
the struggle for the province of Beirut.⁹⁷ An article in the local news section
held the Ottoman government responsible for the city’s welfare, particularly
with regard to recent cases of precedent in the Ottoman coastal provinces:

It is well-known that the majority of the coastal population—and Beirut in the van-
guard—has sent telegrams to the Porte to request to separate it from the administration
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of the province of Syria. The annexation has proven to be a strain on work and it is no
longer feasible. If one’s eyes are closed who will know the aspects of injustice. The
coastal people are not demanding something outrageous and unprecedented, given
what formations have recently occurred. Adana with its dependencies was severed from
Aleppo and made an independent province. Likewise the island of Cyprus was severed
from the province of Mediterranean Archipelago and made an independent mutas.arri-
fiyya. In this familiar pattern, the mutas.arrifiyya of Jerusalem was made independent.⁹⁸

By the late 1870s, the campaign drew larger circles and the Beirutis took their
cause to the imperial capital itself. The general euphoria around the establish-
ment of the imperial parliament provided a new and wide window of opportu-
nity for provincial grievances to be voiced and heard in Istanbul. The delegates
for Beirut managed to raise their cause in three parliamentary hearings on 31

December 1877, and 17–18 January 1878. A series of heated debates pitted the
Beirutis Niqūla Naqqāsh, Khalı̄l Ghānim, �Abd al-Rah. ı̄m Badrān, and the
forceful reformer Yūsuf Z

.
iya al-Khālidı̄ from Jerusalem, in an alliance against

the Damascene and Aleppine delegates.⁹⁹
The Beirutis and al-Khālidı̄ presented a memorandum to the Lower House

of Parliament and argued for a separate province of Beirut on two grounds. Not
only would a coastal province be nothing more than a return to the previous
state of two provinces, but subsuming the districts from Acre to Tripoli under
Beirut’s auspices would also contain the same geography as ancient Phoenicia
and could therefore be called the province of Phoenicia, ‘Finikye vilāyeti
namiyle’.¹⁰⁰ Ernest Renan’s 1864 archaeological study Mission Phénicienne
clearly reverberated in the regional political imagination.

Invoking the mythical lands of Phoenicia as the basis of a modern adminis-
tration was more than an obvious polemic against the Syrianist interpretation
of Bilad al-Sham’s history espoused since the late 1850s by the Protestant mis-
sionaries and the ubiquitous Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄.¹⁰¹ The fact that the idea of
Phoenicia as a political entity was used in public discourse by the late 1870s sug-
gests that it predates the invention of latter-day national myths and originated
in the battle over the nature of ‘benevolent reforms’ of the Ottoman provincial
administration and the administrative divisions of Bilad al-Sham.

In Parliament the Beirut lobby argued against the Damascenes’ charge that
an administrative change in favour of Beirut would result in ‘a misallocation of
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resources for the central government’.¹⁰² On the contrary, they retorted, ‘the
dissolution of the current province will yield results that would be beneficial to
the imperial treasury [as] the wages of the governor general will be covered by
extra income’.¹⁰³ With Beirut’s estimated ‘annual budget of around 240.000

piastres . . . the division of Syria will raise no complaints or extra costs’. The
memorandum concluded by ‘proposing to inaugurate the new province
around Beirut at the beginning of the next fiscal year [in April 1878]’.¹⁰⁴

In constant contact with proceedings at Parliament, the journalists in Beirut
also stepped up their pressure. At the January session a telegraphed petition
with some twenty signatures from Beirut was read out that reminded the
House of the inconvenience of distance between the two cities. The first to
respond, Tawfı̄q Efendi al-Majālı̄ from Karak in the province of Syria, retorted
that ‘the journey from Beirut to Damascus only takes about ten hours. That is
not a big deal!’¹⁰⁵ One Sa�ı̄di Efendi from Aleppo wondered whether the then
governor of Beirut, Ra�ūf Efendi, might be behind the latest Beiruti request
seeking personal promotion. One �Alı̄sh Pasha from the Danube province
defended the status quo because ‘at this time we have so many marshals and
governors general. We do not have enough subprovinces (mutas.arrifliks)’.¹⁰⁶

Incensed by these evasions, Khalı̄l Ghānim took to the floor: ‘The people
there [in Beirut] wrote for the sake of their own welfare. They do not necessar-
ily want Ra�ūf Efendi as a governor general. If the Porte wishes, it can send
another official.’¹⁰⁷ He suggested that more ‘research into the matter was 
needed’. He argued passionately that

the Beirutis want to be separated from Damascus. Beirut is a commercial place. More-
over, between Beirut and Damascus lies the special province of Mount Lebanon. They
are cut off from each other. I also wish general welfare to Damascus, but Beirut and
Damascus are different, they are not connected. Tripoli is similar to Beirut, like
Hawran is similar to Damascus. Hawran is an arena for cotton production. Tripoli and
Beirut are arenas of trade. One province is too vast. There are immense problems in the
subprovince of Hawran. That is where, as Badrān Efendi informed you yesterday, the
Druze Mountain is located and the situation is fragile. And there is another mountain
range near Tripoli, that of the Nusaris [Alawis]. In short, even Plato could not have gov-
erned there. So how can the existing administration be made equitable? Naqqāsh
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Efendi presented us with a memorandum. Now we need to form a committee to inves-
tigate. The inspectors will inform us by telegram on the basis of which a general reor-
ganization may be proposed to the House.¹⁰⁸

After the president of the House heard the arguments of both sides, he decided
to heed Ghānim’s proposal for a parliamentary commission of inquiry. How-
ever, back in Beirut the composition and work of the commission attracted
sharp criticism from the local press which complained about parliamentary
intransigence and lack of sympathy regarding their entirely legitimate cause:

We held great hopes when the Syrian delegates [discussed the issue] in parliament, and
we waited patiently until we read in a newspaper from Istanbul what happened in the
council. But we wonder with curiosity why the Syrian delegates agreed to charging
Sa�ı̄dı̄ Efendi, the delegate for Mar�ash [in the province of Aleppo] who does not have
insight into the concerns of the coastal people, with the leadership [of the parliamen-
tary inquiry]. Or for that matter �Alı̄sh Pasha, the delegate for the Danube who has no
interest in the conditions of the Arab lands, and he speaks from outside the issue. Both
interpreted our demands with misunderstanding and changed what we wanted with-
out knowledge of our situation and the urgency of our needs. For overcoming this sep-
aration is akin to the needs of the thirsty for water and is intended for the benefit of the
state and the people. Imagine the increase in revenue which would only multiply in the
future! It is misunderstood to be saying that this demand is the opinion of Ra�ūf 
Efendi, our current mutas.arrif because he is sincere and these people do not provide
evidence for their claims . . . The demand [of a separation from Damascus] comes not
only from Beirut but also from Acre and Haifa. Clearly it is not only some misled peo-
ple of Beirut who desire it [a province] but rather people of education and lovers of the
homeland. The knowledge that we have, especially after the abolition of oppression
and the free expression of thought, obliges us that we demand the best for the welfare,
success and progress of our country.¹⁰⁹

Istanbul judged that the time was still not ripe for a promotion of Beirut. The
success of Syria’s governor general in 1878, the exiled former grand vizier
Midh.at Pasha, caused more discomfort than pride in Istanbul where, two years
prior, palace intrigues placed the young and inexperienced Abdülhamid II on
the Ottoman throne. In the eyes of the Ottoman government, the hesitation of
the parliamentary inquiry to give Beirut the status of provincial capital was vin-
dicated when a few months later anti-government posters in Beirut and Sidon
alleged widespread anti-Ottoman sentiments in the province of Syria.¹¹⁰
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The conservative camp at the Sublime Porte around Mah.mūd Nedı̄m and
Küçük Sa�ı̄d Pasha registered with concern the fading deference towards
Ottoman rule in Syria while the popularity of Midh. at Pasha among the popu-
lation of Beirut appeared to be rising. In Istanbul, Beirut was still considered
the gate for European influence in the Arab provinces. Suspicion of the cultur-
al and educational societies in Beirut and Sidon meant that the Sunni jam�iyyat
al-maqās.id al-khayriyya al-islāmiyya of 1878, whose formation had been
encouraged by Midh.at Pasha, was quickly dissolved and incorporated into the
provincial educational board under his successor in Damascus.

The Grand Vizier Tips the Scales

The times were changing and the tide turned in Beirut’s favour after the
Ottoman Empire lost its Balkan and Egyptian territories to European powers
in the early 1880s. The palace felt, with some sense of urgency, the need to
achieve better services and more comprehensive control over the remaining
Arab provinces. In 1883, Sultan Abdülhamid II dispatched an imperial com-
mission to Damascus, which ostensibly was to assess French activities in the
region. The commission returned with the recommendation that the province
of Syria be divided into two provinces: a coastal province, with Beirut as the
capital, and an interior province centred around Damascus.¹¹¹

Such proactive proposals remained in government drawers until 1885. Mat-
ters seemed to turn in Beirut’s favour when Meh.med Kāmil Pasha (1832–1913),
a former provincial official in Damascus, Beirut, and Jerusalem and member of
Beirut’s Syrian Scientific Society in the 1860s, assumed the grand vizierate. Like
Midh.at Pasha before him, Kāmil Pasha had first gained government experience
in the provinces.¹¹² During Kāmil Pasha’s term of office in Istanbul, Syria
received more attention than under his predecessors. He held close relation-
ships with Arab circles in Istanbul around Joseph Mut.rān and Ah.mad �Izzat
Bey al-�Ābid who at the time were employed in the department of commerce
in the Ottoman government.¹¹³

The long-serving British consul in Beirut, Jackson Eldridge, commented that
Kāmil Pasha’s appointment ‘has had an excellent effect in Syria where he is well
known, highly respected and esteemed by all classes’.¹¹⁴ Although neither his
memoirs¹¹⁵ nor a biography¹¹⁶ give any indication of his role in the creation of the
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province of Beirut, it appears to have been the perception of at least one newspaper
in Beirut that Kāmil Pasha could have been the person to tip the scales: ‘In a letter
from Istanbul somebody says the most important thing for every Beiruti, nay,
everyone in the new province is to thank the Sultan’s wise concern and the grand
vizier Kāmil Pasha who has not forgotten his time in Beirut.’¹¹⁷

Indeed, two years into Kāmil Pasha’s term of office, the palace received a
memorandum from an Ottoman resident in Beirut which reiterated the neces-
sity for an administrative upgrading of Beirut. The sultan duly ordered Kāmil
Pasha and the Council of Ministers to devise a plan for a provincial reorganiza-
tion of Syria.¹¹⁸ The ministerial discussions in Istanbul that ultimately led to
the imperial decree for the creation of the new province leaked out to the Arab
Arabic press and consular staff in December 1887. The news generated hectic
mobilization of lobby groups in Beirut and Damascus akin to that of 1865, the
year of the first petitions. Initial jubilation in Beirut was promptly nipped in
the bud by reports that the Council of Ministers had rescinded the separation
plan whereupon Lisān al-H. āl warned its readers that ‘the province of Beirut is
no longer a subject of discussion’ in Istanbul.¹¹⁹

Sultan Abdülhamid II was hesitant and halted all further developments. He
was torn between continuing a policy of procedural blockading vis-à-vis Euro-
pean agents in a weak subprovince of Beirut on the one hand, and a policy of
imposing Ottoman regulations on the European powers under a strong and
more experienced governor general based in Beirut on the other. The imprac-
ticality of dealing with the Ottoman authorities in distant Damascus had long
been an obstacle for European diplomats.¹²⁰ However, an efficient administra-
tion in Beirut could also provide a buffer zone against European influence into
the heartland of Ottoman Syria and could control and reduce political
brinkmanship. Finally, some time in February 1888, the sultan irrevocably
backed the creation of the province of Beirut.

Under these conditions of administrative limbo, unrest occurred in the 
outlying areas of Beirut.¹²¹ South of Beirut, ‘in a quarter called Mazra�at al-
�Arab, Arabs have raised their arms against police officers’, and violent clashes
between Greek Orthodox and Muslim residents escalated after heavy-handed
police retaliation.¹²² A month later a Muslim attacker killed two Greek 
Orthodox Christians near a church.¹²³ The European consuls were convinced
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that it had to do with the Ottoman government’s decision to separate the
provinces of Damascus and Beirut.¹²⁴The governor general of Syria for his part
complained to the Porte against ‘misled’, influential Beiruti circles at the
palace.¹²⁵

To Rashı̄d Nāshid Pasha, governor general from 1885 to 1888, the imperial
decision to reduce his authority without consulting him was the swan song of
his five years of troubled administration. He addressed the Beirutis in 
Thamarāt al-Funūn and criticized them for lack of respect for the benevolence
of the sultan. Nāshid Pasha repeated the old arguments that a new coastal
province would play into the hands of foreign powers and would lead to a drop
by half in revenues. But his was a lost battle by early 1888. Instead of heeding his
advice, the Porte recalled him from office even before Beirut was officially sep-
arated from Damascus. Apparently he died of a heart attack the day he received
notice of his dismissal.¹²⁶

Apart from a brief spell of rumours in 1895, purporting that Beirut was going
to be re-annexed to Damascus, and that Jerusalem was to be elevated instead to
a full province that comprised Beirut’s southern subprovinces, Beirut was once
and for all severed administratively from Damascus.¹²⁷ Provincial self-deter-
mination put Beirut under the direct rule of Istanbul and established it as an
equal partner of Damascus—so much so that in 1902 the governor general of
Beirut, Rashı̄d Bey, reacted brusquely to revived attempts by the then governor
of Mount Lebanon, Muz.affar Pasha, to incorporate the coastal cities into the
mountain-mutas.arrifiyya and reportedly quipped that ‘to Christianize Beirut
would [totally] emasculate Damascus, and the Porte would never accept this
eventuality’.¹²⁸

The imperial decree for the creation of the province of Beirut was finally
proclaimed from the Grand Serail, the Ottoman headquarters in Beirut, 
upon the arrival of the first governor general, �Alı̄ Rid. ā Pasha, on 7 March 
1888. The event drew a large crowd of people, which included local 
administrative, military, clerical dignitaries, Nas.s.uh. ı̄ Bey, the incumbent gov-
ernor of Beirut, and Vās.ā Pasha, the governor of Mount Lebanon. Accompa-
nied by the obligatory marching music of an Ottoman military orchestra, the
imperial decree was read out first in Turkish by �Alı̄ Rid. ā Pasha’s secretary, and

Struggle for Self-determination 51

¹²⁴ PRO, FO, 195/1613, Beirut, 20 Jan. 1888. According to Eldridge ‘it would be in the highest degree
desirable that this question should be settled and that a Vālı̄ should be appointed to Beirut. More especially
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then in Arabic, by �Abd al-Qādir al-Danā, the president of the Commercial
Court.¹²⁹

�Alı̄ Rid. ā Pasha’s arrival in Beirut was met with citywide celebrations. Beirut
had finally obtained its governor general, and further, this governor general was
also the preferred candidate of the Beirutis. For a week the notables of Beirut
sent welcome messages to the governor general, and he replied by visiting the
notables and the foreign consuls. On �Alı̄ Pasha’s assumption of office, a Beiru-
ti journalist expressed in Lisān al-H. āl what the population expected from the
new governor general: ‘The people trust him; that is to say, that he will spot
those bureaucrats who are corrupt and who corrupt their tenure secretly or
publicly.’¹³⁰ The explicit admonition of corruption was as much a protest
against previous practices as a future condition for local cooperation: ‘His
highness [�Alı̄ Pasha] should spread justice and security among the Beirutis,
improve education, facilitate trade, revive agriculture, and initiate public work
projects and in return it is upon us, the people, to support His Ottoman 
Highness (dawlatuhu).’¹³¹

When the Beirutis finally got their way, the implementation of the Beirut
province surprised both the French and British consuls in Beirut who 
suspected the other’s governments of secretive machinations and speculated
what gains the other side could expect to achieve from the new situation.¹³²
However, as I have demonstrated, the making of the province of Beirut was an
entirely Ottoman decision pushed for by the burgeoning intermediary bour-
geoisie of Beirut. For them, access to central authorities was essential to culti-
vate the friendship and goodwill of the Ottoman governor and the senior
officials.

Conclusion

Introducing the subject of this book—fin de siècle Beirut—as the outcome of a
protracted urban struggle for ‘provincial self-determination’ allows us to recon-
sider the nineteenth-century history of the Ottoman Empire and the develop-
ment of the towns and cities in its Arab provinces. This first chapter began by
tracing Beirut’s development from a minor maritime town subversive to the
regional powerhouse in Acre to a port-city during the Egyptian occupation and
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to a provincial capital during Hamidian rule. The provincial rivalry in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had been fought out by military
means between Ottoman governors and local potentates. In significant 
contrast, the power struggle between urban centres in the second half of the
nineteenth century—venomous though it was—was conducted through the
decidedly civilian means of petitions, parliament, and newspapers.

The dynamism of the ever-expanding intermediary bourgeoisie brought
about a process of constant reworking of commercial, political, and cultural
horizons. Thus, late Ottoman Beirut emerged neither as driftwood on the sea
of world-economic forces nor as the natural product of Ottoman imperial fiat.
Rather, it was a city of its own making. While local merchants and urban
landowners shaped the city to fit its needs, other groups of notables, such as the
Druze emirs, lost their hereditary positions of power. At that, the making of a
provincial capital was central to the forging of an urban identity and solidarity
that utilized the Ottoman reform discourse and targeted urban rivals in the
region. Beirut’s campaigners were not only conscious of their own urban
milieu, they demanded a capital status for their city.

Some foundational urban trends also seeped into the course of this chapter
whose importance will crystallize more clearly in subsequent chapters. The
struggle for the capitalization of Beirut became the most enduring theme of the
city’s newspapers between 1865 and 1888. Continuous coverage of develop-
ments not only saw the collusion of journalists and petitioners but also suggests
the emergence of a newspaper-based political field similar to the emergence of
bourgeois public spheres in provincial Europe and colonial cities.¹³³ In fact,
the passing of certain types of historical actors by the first half of the nineteenth
century and the protracted struggle for a provincial capital in the second, has
exemplified a more profound transformation of urban power and nothing
short of a bourgeois urban revolution. The emergence of a dominant bourgeois
class coincided historically with the emergence of the centralized state. Both
mutually reinforced each other.¹³⁴

The intelligence and persistence with which Beirut’s urban elites argued
their case for an upgrading within the Ottoman provincial system speaks of
self-confidence and self-assertion. That they should appeal to (and even ingra-
tiate themselves with) the Ottoman sultan, adopt the language of reform, and
form a pact with the imperial state may surprise liberal and Marxist historians
of Lebanon.¹³⁵ More importantly, perhaps, this chapter falsifies the teleologi-
cal claims of Arab nationalist historians who have relied on British and French
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¹³³ Cooper and Stoler (1997). ¹³⁴ See Marx (1987).
¹³⁵ Such as the eminent works of Leila Fawaz and Michael Johnson respectively.



consular judgements that late nineteenth-century disgruntlements in Beirut
and Damascus were early manifestations of Arab desires for independence
from the Ottoman Empire.¹³⁶ Finally, this chapter has introduced a number of
layers in the production of space whose workings will be explored further in the
following chapters. The tremendous influence of the provincial structure dur-
ing the Ottoman reform period brought about not only physical and econom-
ic change of cities in the Arab East, but also affected the urban consciousness of
their inhabitants. Beirut’s urban identity and the dynamic interaction between
society and the space in which the city expanded has created a modern subjec-
tivity and an evolving political field of tension between Ottoman imperialism
and European capitalism.
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¹³⁶ See, inter alia, Antonius (1939: 79–100), and Zeine (1973: 46–72).



2

�
A Nation of Provincials

The successful Beiruti struggle to persuade the Ottoman government to make
Beirut a provincial capital fundamentally altered the urban hierarchy and ter-
ritorial imagination in Bilad al-Sham in Beirut’s favour. During the years of the
province’s existence, Beirut’s scale of social organization expanded in terms of
geographic, demographic, and administrative size. The relation between city,
state, and society became more complex and diversified but also more formal-
ized and standardized. The clue to understanding these changes is not to jump
automatically to inquiries into nationalism or nation-states-in-the-making—
essential though the context and effect of the late Ottoman organizational
expansion for such analytical concepts are. Rather they need to be historicized
in the context of internal politico-administrative units in which cities and
inhabitants operated.

This chapter seeks to demonstrate how Beirut extended its political power
far beyond the confines of geographical, confessional, or familial ties with
Mount Lebanon. From 1888 onwards, merchants and politicians up and down
the Eastern Mediterranean coast had to travel to Beirut in order to make their
representations and press their cases. On the fiscal level, most of the annual
provincial revenues first went to the treasury in Beirut before being redistrib-
uted in the new dependencies. The creation of the province consolidated
Beirut’s economic position through the political functions performed by a late
Ottoman provincial capital. In Beirut, the administrative channels of the entire
province converged. Here the developments of other cities were determined,
and their planning controlled. But as Beirut began to shape its administrative
periphery, its privileged position was also frequently challenged by neighbour-
ing provincial authorities and inside the new dependencies.

After the Young Turk revolution of 1908/9, the relationship between imperi-
al centre and provincial periphery was renegotiated. Political groups reformu-
lated and challenged the Hamidian state system. Ottomanist, Turkish, Islamic,



Arabist, Syrianist, and Lebanist ideas began to compete with each other over
the ideological gap left by the Hamidian regime, while rivalling European pow-
ers carved out spheres of economic influence in the region.¹ For the first time
and a brief moment, Beirut became the political centre of the Arab reform
movement in 1912 that culminated in the First Arab Congress in Paris of 1913.
Not only were the main instigators from Beirut and Beirutis exiled in Cairo
and Paris, but the congress also adopted Beirut’s decentralist manifesto in their
final resolution.²

Against the background of the well-documented origins of triumphant
nationalisms, this chapter traces the development of a particular counter-
community—a ‘nation of provincials’—that emerged in defence of an
Ottoman empire of provinces. I argue that, although the province of Beirut
was a recent creation and a geographical oddity with no apparent bearing on
latter-day colonial–national borders, it remained a central reference in the ter-
ritorial imagination and political struggles of the intellectual mainstream in
late Ottoman Beirut. Though popular in France, advocates of a Greater
Lebanon who claimed the territorial inclusion of the Biqa�, Bilad Bisharri,
Marj �Ayun, and Lake Hula as well as Beirut’s coastal districts were fringe at
home until the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire.

Lebanist intellectuals like Henri Lammens, Būlus Nujaym, and Yūsuf Sawda
may have convinced French colonial officials and subsequent historians that
the mutas.arrifiyya of Mount Lebanon was ‘just a stepping stone towards real
independence, which would one day be gained with the help of Europe’.³ In
the streets of Young Turk Beirut, however, the decentralist formula was on
everybody’s lips and Istanbul was the point of reference.

Borderlines: A Provincial Capital Shapes its 
Administrative Periphery

As a provincial capital, Beirut ruled over a geographical oddity of multiple, ter-
ritorial enclaves that today spans four nation states in the Middle East (see Map
2). The subprovinces that fell under Beirut’s jurisdiction—Tripoli and Lattakia
in the north and Acre, Haifa, and Nablus in the south—were separated from
their provincial capital by the coastal strips of Mount Lebanon. In total, 
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¹ See e.g. Tauber (1993); Kayali (1997).
² The congress was prepared by al-Mufı̄d editor �Alod al-Ghauı̄ al-�Uraysı̄, Dr Shiblı̄ Shumayyil and the

delegates, Salı̄m Salām, Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum, Ah.mad T.abbara, Michel and Yūsuf Sursuq, Ayyūb Tābit,
and Khalı̄l Zayniyya.

³ Jouplain (1908: 589). On Lebanese nationalism, see Hakim-Dowek (D.Phil. thesis, 1997).
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capital Beirut stretched over a surface area of 30,500km² containing a popula-
tion estimated by the French geographer Vital Cuinet in 1895 at 533,000.⁴ In
Beirut’s own subprovince, the governor general ruled directly over a total of 323

villages in the enclaves of Sayda (Sidon), Sur (Tyre), al-Jalil (Galilee), and Marj
�Ayun.

In the northern and southern subprovinces, he delegated his authority to
representatives, mutas.arrifs, or governors. The governor of Acre administered
the districts of Haifa, Tabariyya, Safad, and Nazareth and a total of 222 villages.
The subprovince of the Balqa was administered by the governor of Nablus. It
included the districts of Jenin, Tulkarm, and Salfit and 212 villages. In the
north, the subprovince of Tripoli incorporated 567 villages in the districts of
Tripoli, Safita, Akkar, and Husn al-Akrad.

Finally, in the far north, Lattakia was probably the most surprising inclusion
into the new province. The subprovince of Lattakia had the most densely pop-
ulated hinterland of 150,000 inhabitants in 1,250 villages. The imperial deci-
sion to make Lattakia a dependency of Beirut deprived Damascus not only of
its vast areas of tobacco cultivation but also of any Mediterranean outlet in its
truncated province.

Unsurprisingly, to many people the boundaries with Mount Lebanon were
arbitrary and artificial. The first governors general of Beirut realized that it was
one thing to have boundaries drawn up but another to have them accepted and
acted upon by the population. Provincial boundaries drawn from cartograph-
ical representations came to impact realities on the ground as they determined
revenue flow, administrative competence, and tax collection, even though the
‘truth of the map’ sometimes brought consternation to the people living with
the new divisions. In the case of the map of the province of Beirut, whoever had
sketched out the original boundaries in Istanbul did so with little knowledge
and concern for the natural and human conditions of the land divided.⁵

Even the inspecting governor general Ismail Kemal Bey (1891–92) noticed
upon familiarizing himself with the geography of his new assignment the pecu-
liar relations between capital and countryside: ‘There are houses in the town
[of Beirut], the gardens of which are outside the territories of the Wilāya.’⁶ Like
so often with modernization, state-making, and nation-building, social 
realities on the ground fell victim to the reality of their representations on
paper.⁷
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⁴ Cuinet (1896: 3–4). The province of Beirut was thus three times the size of Mount Lebanon and had half
the population in one-third of the territory of the province of Syria. Ibid. 306–7. See also Salnāme—Bayrūt
Vilāyeti, 1310 (1892/3).

⁵ On the provincial map of Beirut, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: 83).
⁶ Kemal Bey (1920: 193). ⁷ See Scott (1998).



The particular cartographical location of Maghdusheh, a tiny village above
Sidon, almost caused a major diplomatic incident when a property dispute
between a local Protestant mission and residents revealed tax irregularities. 
A full British consular inquiry into the status of Maghdusheh established that
the root of the dispute was that the village was under the administration of
Beirut and Mount Lebanon ‘in unequal halves’: while authorities in Mount
Lebanon taxed each inhabitant half the dues, the Beirut authorities charged the
full dues to a list of half the population. As a result, total confusion ruled 
in which opportunistic Protestant property holders tried to avoid double taxa-
tion by ‘migrating’ between the legal authorities of the two provinces when
convenient.⁸

The new political reality of the region was challenged on numerous occa-
sions, particularly from the authorities in Mount Lebanon. In the first of a
series of challenges from Mount Lebanon, the governor Dāwūd Pasha had
campaigned for the incorporation of the coastal towns into Mount Lebanon
soon after he took charge in 1865.⁹ While the Maronite clergy and the Moun-
tain as a whole remained silent on the issue of the incorporation of the coast-
line, bickering over jurisdiction increased tensions between the city and the
Mountain after the creation of the province of Beirut. Thus in early 1892, the
ageing governor general, �Azı̄z Pasha, was dismissed over ‘inappropriate inter-
ference’ in the jurisdiction of Vās.ā Pasha, the governor of Mount Lebanon.¹⁰

At the end of the 1890s, the governor general of Beirut and the governor of
Mount Lebanon accused each other of trespassing on each other’s territorial
authority, and they were both removed from office by order of the sultan after
the September 1903 riots in Beirut’s southern suburbs.¹¹ The first serious and
sustained campaigns to merge Mount Lebanon and the coastal province came
during the decentralist negotiations with the Ottoman government in Febru-
ary 1913 when Lebanese activists gathered in Istanbul and Paris and staged a
double demonstration in Mount Lebanon and the province of Beirut.¹² Dur-
ing the Damascene struggle against the creation of the province of Beirut, the
Balqa region around Nablus had been the most hotly contested subprovince
and the last line of defence for the governor general of Damascus. The British
occupation of Egypt in 1882 provoked the Ottoman government into a sense of
urgency in strengthening the imperial administration of the southern frontier
of Bilad al-Sham.¹³ Even after the new governor general had arrived in Beirut,
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⁸ PRO, FO 206/229, ‘Report on the Protestants in Mount Lebanon, 1903’.
⁹ Ismail and Chehab (1976: xvii. 241). ¹⁰ BBA, YHUS, 253/ 14, 5 Nov. 1891. ¹¹ See Ch. 7.

¹² MAE, Nantes, CEB, Beirut, 8 Feb. 1913. See also Haddad (1998).
¹³ A number of schemes were proposed, including the creation of a province of southern Syria ‘combin-

ing the regions of Jerusalem, the Balqa and Ma�n as a buffer against foreign incursions’. Rogan (1999: 52).



his colleague in Damascus still insisted on keeping Nablus for Damascus.
Instead, against violent protests in Nablus itself, the Balqa was partitioned,
with the eastern districts ceding to the newly created Damascene subprovince
of Karak, and the villages around Nablus to Beirut.¹⁴

Beiruti merchants benefited from this territorial acquisition. It enabled
them to enter a locally controlled commodity chain which the Ottoman gov-
ernment had long wanted to break up by auctioning to external merchants the
right to collect tax-in-kind.¹⁵ From 1888 onwards, Nabulsi had to travel to
Beirut instead of Damascus to plead their cases in court. In the new provincial
capital, family connections with court officials tended to favour their Beiruti
merchant rivals.

The Beirut courts acquired such an anti-Nablus reputation that many
Nabulsi refused even to show up.¹⁶ In an attempt to put an end to this struc-
tural disadvantage, in 1906 Nabulsi notables sent an appeal to Istanbul
demanding the secession from Beirut and the attachment of the Balqa and the
district of Nazareth to the autonomous subprovince of Jerusalem.¹⁷ This
request came in the wake of two landmark events in the modern history of
Palestine. First, the seventh Zionist Congress had just voted for Palestine as
Jewish homeland in whose wake several Beirut based landowners—most
notably Eliās Sursuq—obtained the governor general’s permission to sell their
vast land-holdings in the Balqa region to the Jewish National Fund. Second,
Néguib Azoury had just published his controversial manifesto Le Réveil de la
nation arabe in which he indicted Hamidian provincial rule and predicted a
clash between Zionist settlers and Palestinian inhabitants.¹⁸ After the Young
Turk revolution, Azoury again called for the inclusion of the southern territo-
ries of the province of Beirut into an expanded province of Jerusalem, insisting
that ‘the progress of Palestine depend[ed] on this.’¹⁹

The regional challenges to Beirut’s economic position and nationalist and
decentralist movements in the Arab provinces after 1908 questioned anew the
provincial boundaries in Bilad al-Sham. Advocates for a territorial merger
between Beirut and Mount Lebanon grew more vociferous. At a time when
international markets grew more competitive, some Damascene and Beiruti
merchants also joined forces in infrastructural projects so as to increase local
industrial output in tobacco, grain, cotton, silk, and other export-oriented
goods. In both cases the fear of economic decline may temporarily have laid to
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¹⁴ Rogan (1999: 55). See also Mundy (1996: 77–94). ¹⁵ Doumani (1996: 114). ¹⁶ Ibid. 176.
¹⁷ MAE, Nantes, CEB 1912, Beirut, 31 May 1906. The Ottoman government turned down the appeal.
¹⁸ Néguib Azoury, Le Réveil de la nation Arabe (n.pl., 1904).
¹⁹ Thamarāt al-Funūn (23 Sept. 1908), quoted in Khalidi (1997: 28).



rest previous rivalries and jealousies.²⁰ Nevertheless, considerations to join
forces in the face of international economic challenges did not sweep aside the
existing administrative geographies as points of reference for local reform plans
and as ideally bounded future entities.

By the time Arab nationalist ideologies took root in the Arab provinces,
urban—particularly émigré—intellectuals acknowledged distinct characteris-
tic differences between the people of the mountain and the city, but at least one
of them found solace in that ‘the Lebanese and the sons of the vilāyet had
become one with heart and soul’.²¹ This nationalist retrospective implies that
Ottoman administrative divisions had seriously affected the mentalities of
their inhabitants and impaired a putative natural unity. Before 1914, however,
there was nothing to suggest that the fusion of mountain and city—as was
increasingly suggested by Christian and Muslim notables from 1913 onwards—
was the only viable arrangement. For this idea to be implemented physically,
the Ottoman Empire first had to be defeated in the Great War.

‘Onto a Sea of Bureaucrats’

One of the immediate effects of the creation of a provincial capital on the city
of Beirut was the mushrooming of administrative services and the expansion 
of the imperial bureaucracy staffed by salaried officials. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the city accommodated local and imperial bureaucrats not only of the
provincial capital of Beirut, but also many from the mutas.arrifiyya of Mount
Lebanon, most notably the Arslāns from the nearby town of Shuwayfat who
were notoriously fishing for positions in Beirut.

A rough estimate based on the Ottoman yearbook of the province of 
Beirut for 1310 (1892/3) lists almost 200 imperial appointments in Beirut alone.
Twenty-five police officers and over 200 gendarmes maintained public order in
the city. Moreover, innumerable former, present, and future, permanent and
elected members on local and provincial councils of the departments of health,
education, justice, police, benevolent endowments, sicill-i ah.vāl, and public
works populated Beirut.

Other people worked—these bureaucrats had a career. Ottoman bureau-
crats had in common specific employment patterns, daily routines through
fixed or flexible office hours, and a distinct self-interested identification with
the Ottoman state.²² In fin de siècle Beirut there was no residential segregation
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²⁰ Haddad (1998: 129–53).
²¹ Amı̄n Rı̄h. ānı̄, al-Qawmiyyāt, quoted in Hakim-Dowek (1997: 270).
²² On the everyday life of Ottoman bureaucrats, see Dumont and Géorgeon (1985: 125–83), and Findley
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between Ottoman officials and the local population. State officials rented pri-
vate houses partially or fully. For example, between 1868 and 1892, two gover-
nors of Mount Lebanon resided on a floor each in the villa of the municipal
member Yūsuf al-Judāy in Zuqaq al-Blat.

It was not unusual for unmarried Ottoman officials posted to the province
to marry the daughter of a local notable. The imperial source of their local
power would have made it a viable strategy of politically minded fathers to
marry off their daughters to Ottoman career bureaucrats.²³ As individuals with
ample time and relative wealth and standing, this prominent professional class
of urban society had a tangible impact on daily life and sociability in Beirut. In
his memoirs, the Lebanese president Bishāra al-Khūrı̄ remembered the
omnipresence of the Ottoman bureaucrat in Beirut’s public life: ‘when I was
born into this world [in 1890] I opened my eyes onto a sea of bureaucrats’.²⁴

Bureaucrats formed a conspicuous social group in Beirut distinguishable by
their Ottoman civil service uniform. Dressed and addressed as efendis, their
corporate attire—black tailcoat and skin-tight, tailor-made trousers, white
dress shirt, stand-up collars, bow tie, and the obligatory ruby-red fez matched
with a well-kept beard or trimmed moustache—produced an angular facial
and regular bodily appearance that radiated distinctly modern knowledge and
authority.²⁵ The bureaucrats’ uniforms were at marked variance from the
ostentatious fashions of the day, described here by a British resident of the 
mid-nineteenth century:

As the inhabitants grew wealthier, greater attention began to be paid to dress and fash-
ion. The Europeans set the example, and Turks, Greeks, and Armenians followed it.
Not that these latter gave up their Oriental costume, but this, in lieu of being some
ordinary material, was now made of rich silk and satins. The Europeans promenaded
in the latest Parisian fashions, and the natives in the richest Oriental robes.²⁶

Growing prosperity and security made Beirut a time and a place for con-
spicuous consumption in which the body became one of the markers of 
cultural refinement while the local textile fashion rendered legible social hier-
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²³ To marry into an Ottoman family from Istanbul meant upward mobility for Beirutis and was sought
after. Likewise, urban notables from Aleppo, Damascus, Beirut, and Jerusalem intermarried happily. To
marry someone from the lesser provincial towns, however, meant to marry down: ‘Search Acre and Ruwwad
rather than marry a man with children’ (in Lebanese dialect ‘Ubrumı̄ �Akkā wa Rawwād, wa la takhdhı̄ rijjāl
�indū ulād ). See Freyha (1974: 5). ²⁴ B. al-Khūrı̄ (1960: 30).

²⁵ Jirjı̄ Zaydān confessed in his memoirs that during most of his early life in Beirut he ‘was convinced that
people who wore bantalūn [tight trousers] were of higher intelligence, wider knowledge and better judgment
than those wearing the sirwal because most of them belonged to the educated people. But when I began to
open my eyes and read a little of the scientific principles, this opinion of mine was somewhat weakened. I
stopped being surprised any more when people wearing the sirwāl and the qunbāz. kept up with those wear-
ing pants and hats’. Philipp (1979: 156–7). ²⁶ Neale (1851: 210).



archy.²⁷ Significantly the representation of the self in the preceding quote was
not so much conducted through imitation of Western tastes but rather
through reinterpretation and elaboration of existing patterns.

In conscious contrast to a kaleidoscopic proliferation of local fashions, indi-
viduals in the civil service only distinguished themselves through an elaborate
stratification of Ottoman ranks and medals conspicuously attached to the uni-
forms on chest and shoulders. As markers of authority, state insignia were worn
at official commemorations and ceremonies, processions and music festivals,
where they denoted status, integrity, and achievement. Particularly under
Abdülhamid, occasions such as the arrival of a new governor general, the sul-
tan’s birthday, or the anniversary of his ‘coronation’ were important social
events. Bureaucrats ‘would spend the night before as excited as children, clean-
ing and ironing their ceremonial clothes and polishing their medals with oil’.²⁸
Local merchants and young professionals were attracted to these fine distinc-
tions, as a cynical Gramsci also noticed of imperial Italy: ‘Lawyers, professors
and functionaries joined in with enthusiasm aroused by every new possibility
of fishing for titles and medals’.²⁹ To the Ottoman government, however, its
officials were the embodiment of imperial order in the provinces.

The Ottoman’s Burden

Governors general held both the most powerful and arguably the most volatile
position in the provinces. The Provincial Law of 1864 vested them with para-
mount authority over imperial staff and local councillors in their provinces.³⁰
Inside the imperial government, they reported directly to the Minister of Inte-
rior, but often the sultan, his Arab advisers, and grand viziers interfered. At the
intersection of the imperial, regional, and the local level of decision-making the
office of the governor general in Beirut, therefore, provides ‘an ideal window’
onto the Ottoman’s own civilizing mission.

From 1888 to the Young Turk revolution of 1908, Beirut had ten governors
general. Thus under Abdülhamid’s rule, and particularly after the initial 
settling-in problems of the first three governors general, Beirut enjoyed a rela-
tively stable provincial government by Ottoman standards with an average
term of three years between 1892 and 1908 (see Table 1).³¹ The first three 
governors general appointed to Beirut were experienced, elderly administra-
tors of cosmopolitan background whose main task was to pacify the rural 
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Table 1. Ottoman governors general of the province of Beirut, 1888–1908

Name Rank Office Previous positions Next position(s)
held

�Alı̄ Rid. ā Pasha Mar. 1888– Governor, Beirut (1868–9), Died in office
Jan. 1889 governor general, Izmir,

ambassador in Paris
Ra�ūf/Ra�ı̄f Pasha 1889 (5 months) Governor, Beirut (1877–9), Governor general, 

governor, Jerusalem Bitlis
(1879–89)

Ah.mad �Azı̄z Pasha Aug. 1889– Bosnian origin, favourite of
Dec. 1991 sultan, governor general in

Yemen
Ismail Kemal Bey Jan. 1891– Governor general in Governor general in

Aug. 1892 Gallipoli Tarabulus Garb,
Albanian political 
figure, died in 1920

Khālid Bābān Bey Sept. 1892– Kurdish, from Crete, amb. Istanbul
Aug. 1894 Teheran, 1st governorate

Nas.s.ūh. ı̄ Bey 1894–Dec. Governor in Beirut, 1883–7, Istanbul
1896 governor general in Adana

H. asan Rafı̄q Pasha interim Governor general and
military general in
Damascus, Young Turk
investigator

H. usayn Nāz. im Pasha 1897 (3 months) Istanbul municipality, Governor general in
police chief, client of �Izzat Damascus, Izmir, 
Pasha al-�Ābid Edirne

Rashı̄d Bey July 1897– Council of State, Ministry Governor general in
1903 of Interior, client of Bursa

�Izzat, Tah. sı̄n Pasha
Ibrāhı̄m Khalı̄l Pasha July 1908 From Albania, governor

general, Van and Sivas;
client of �Izzat Pasha

H. usayn Nāz.im Pasha Sept. 1908 Governor general in
Salonika, Adrianople,
Baghdad, educated at St
Cyr, Paris

Shukrı̄ Pasha interim Governor general in
Damascus

Meh.med �Alı̄ Bey 1908 (14 days) Governor in 
Jerusalem

�Alı̄ Ekrem, ibn Bey 1908 (13 days) Governor in Jerusalem Governor in
Nāmık Kemāl (1906–8) Archipelago, Rhodes

Farı̄d Pasha 1908 (14
days)
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population and achieve more efficient provincial taxation. �Alı̄ Rid. ā Pasha had
been Ottoman ambassador to Paris, governor general in Izmir, and previously
a popular governor of Beirut in the late 1860s.³² Although less revered than �Alı̄
Pasha, his successor, Ra�ūf Pasha, also had strong credentials as one of Midh.at
Pasha’s law-and-order reformers and as ‘governor of Beirut during the difficult
times of the Russian War’ before he assumed a long governorship in
Jerusalem.³³ In Beirut, however, after only five months in office he found him-
self the victim of tensions between the sultan and the grand vizier, Kāmil
Pasha.³⁴ When the third high-ranking pasha arrived in Beirut, �Azı̄z Pasha’s
reputation also preceded him. The British consul remarked that ‘he has already
won golden opinions from the population by his courtesy and genial manners.
He appeared to be of great ability and intellect.’³⁵ ‘Azı̄z Pasha had been the
original candidate for the post but rivalry between Porte and Palace in 1888

stalled his appointment.
In 1890, the British Consul General informed his ambassador in Istanbul of

‘much improved government in Beirut’ under �Azı̄z Pasha.³⁶ He was 

³² Lisān al-H. āl (12 Jan. 1888).
³³ PRO, FO, 195/1648, Beirut, 11 Mar. 1889, and Kushner (1987: 277–8).
³⁴ BBA, YHUS, 224/47, 16 Apr. 1889 and 223/6, 3 Mar. 1889.
³⁵ PRO, FO, 195/1648, Beirut, 30 July 1889. ³⁶ PRO, FO, 195/1683, Beirut, 20 May 1890.

Table 1. Cont.

Name Rank Office Previous positions Next position(s)
held

Edhem Bey Dec. 1908–
Sept. 1909

H. usayn Nāz.im Pasha interim Governor general in
Damascus

�Abd al-Rah. mān Bey 1910–11 Teacher in Salonika,
Nūr al-Dı̄n councillor of state

H. āzim Bey Dec. 1911– Unionist, Anti-Beirut
Sept. 1912 Reform Committee

Edhem Bey Sept. 1912–
Feb. 1913

H. āzim Bey Feb. 1913–
Sept. 1913

Sāmı̄ Bakr Bey Oct. 1913– Governor general in
Oct. 1915 Trabzon

�Azmı̄ Bey 1915–17 Governor in Tripoli, and
Jerusalem

Ismā�ı̄ l Hak. k. ı̄ Bey 1917–18 Simultaneously governor of
Mt Lebanon



considered practically minded and ‘ambitious to execute justice without fear or
favour’. Mastery over consular circles in Beirut allowed him a free hand in the
‘unruly’ Nablus region where Protestant missions tended to regard with suspi-
cion any Ottoman involvement from Beirut. On the contrary, �Azı̄z Pasha was
praised for his tour de force through the western Balqa as he not only ‘made it
possible to track down a mob of bedouins that had robbed an English traveller
of all his possessions’ but �Azı̄z Pasha also ‘effected the dismissal of the
qā �imaqām of Tiberias [held responsible for the attack]’.³⁷

The memoirs of the fourth governor general, Ismail Kemal Bey, offer a rare
and vivid account of the career path of an imperial bureaucrat in general and
his perspective on office in Beirut in particular. He was considerably younger
than his predecessors. In his early career, he was influenced by Midh.at Pasha,
whom he served in junior assignments to the Danube and Damascus. Dissatis-
fied with the Ottoman civil service he retired in 1890 and pursued a career as
industrialist and concessionaire. When defamers in the Ottoman government
charged him with profiteering, the sultan used his secret service to clear his
name before offering him various governorships. Only after considerable pres-
sure from the Ministry of Interior and a promotion did he agree to be posted to
the province of Gallipoli.³⁸ Two months into his appointment, he was sudden-
ly posted to the governorate of Beirut at the sultan’s behest, again, he insists,
quite reluctantly.

Upon arrival in mid-winter 1892, however, he overcame his initial unwill-
ingness. In his memoirs he remarks how deeply impressed he was with ‘the
importance and the beauty of his new assignment’.³⁹ He declared Beirut ‘a
source of opulence and an arena of learning’. He promised to ‘speed up the
progress of civilization and to proliferate the enlightened knowledge of this
epoch’.⁴⁰ Other inaugural speeches by incumbent governors general shared the
tone of Kemal Bey’s civilizing mission. Ottoman officials found an ‘already 
civilized’ city brimming with cultural activity. The mandate was to accelerate
Beirut’s existing ‘progress’, rather than drag a reluctant city out of decline.

Relations between the Ottoman government and the provincial capital
Beirut neither followed European colonial projections, nor, in fact, those of the
Ottomans in more remote provincial capitals such as Baghdad and San�a.⁴¹
Beirut was viewed as a valuable asset to hold and rule, indeed, a ‘jewel in the
crown of the empire’, while, all the more so, its province was treated as Beirut’s
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³⁷ PRO, FO, 195/1683, Beirut, 24 Apr. 1890.
³⁸ In the Ottoman bureaucratic ranking system, a bālā was between Bey and Pasha. See Kekule (1892) 

for a contemporary explanation of Ottoman ranks. ³⁹ Kemal Bey (1920: 193).
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negation—an outback where strange rites and religions reigned and where
much civilizing work was to be done.

For Ismail Kemal Bey arriving in Beirut was a double sort of home-coming.
He confessed that he was positively touched to meet so many familiar faces in
Beirut and Mount Lebanon. His old friend Vās.ā Pasha was governor of Mount
Lebanon and an ‘Albanian compatriot’, at whose deathbed in Beirut he sat
some months into his tenure.⁴² The warm welcome of colleagues and friends
from his time in the province of Damascus, where he had followed Midh.at
Pasha immediately after parliament was abrogated, gave him a sense of conti-
nuity that he considered unusual for the Ottoman provincial administration.⁴³

In contrast, when he was called to Damascus to replace temporarily an inca-
pacitated colleague, he was appalled at the general disorder in the city. The very
government buildings, military barracks, and schools that Midh.at Pasha had
inaugurated back in 1878 were run down and in a state of neglect.⁴⁴ Kemal Bey
blamed ‘the separation of the two Syrian provinces’ for this ‘decay’. In his eyes
the separation deprived Damascus of the sea and Beirut of the hinterland. This
resulted in the ‘paralysing of all works of economic development, which
required unity of direction and administration’.⁴⁵

In comparison to Damascus during the 1890s, Beirut’s urban development
was accelerating, not least through his own planning initiatives. Ismail Kemal
was the first governor general since the creation of the province of Beirut to
have deemed it necessary to break down the structures of the old city and
redesign the flow of traffic. He encouraged the development of the port and
planned for the piercing of two new streets connecting the port and the city
centre. He also introduced reimbursement schemes for property owners affect-
ed by the demolition in the old city.⁴⁶ At the same time, he appealed to the
urban notables to ‘interest themselves in the affairs of the country, of which
they were the leading inhabitants’.⁴⁷

However, his tenure proved too short to see his ambitious urban restructur-
ing projects materialize. When, after only seven months in office, the sultan
assigned him to compose a report on the state of the empire, local notables and
foreign consuls alike praised his leadership.⁴⁸ The municipality of Beirut
regretted his departure. His memoirs proudly registered that ‘the town of Bey-
routh presented me with a souvenir album of photographic views of the place
and its monuments bound in massive gold with an emerald in the centre’.⁴⁹
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The nature of the gift and its value were expressions of the acute awareness of
the municipality of their city as an artefact and their gratitude for the governor
general who contributed to ‘sculpting’ it.

Centre–Periphery Relations in Lattakia

Under the first four governors general, the provincial capital Beirut functioned
as the platform from where an Ottoman mission civilisatrice into the province
was launched. In this regard, the �Alawi hinterland of Lattakia became a high-
profile test case for both the application of the provincial government’s ‘benev-
olent reforms’ and Abdülhamid’s very own policies in his ‘well-protected
domains’. Like his predecessors, Ismail’s main task was to pacify what the
Ottoman government considered isolated and disintegrated mountain regions
of the province.⁵⁰ On the governor general’s obligatory provincial inspection
tour, Ismail Kemal Bey visited the �Alawi mountain—or Jabal Nus.ayrı̄—to
supervise cultivation of tobacco and the planning of railway tracks through the
region.⁵¹ He noted the ‘unjust treatment of the Nusairis’ by the local
qā �imaqām, and ordered him to treat them justly as a means ‘towards attaching
them to the government’.⁵²

Considered heretics to Sunni Islam, the �Alawi community was subjected to
various tanz. ı̄māt attempts at coercing them into Ottoman Hanafi Ortho-
doxy. Early in the nineteenth century, military incursions and punitive expedi-
tions led to random Ottoman plundering, abductions, and executions, but did
little to improve conditions for cultivation, trade, and travel.⁵³ In the early
1880s, the Ottoman authorities in Damascus still faced violent resistance to
centralization policies in this region.⁵⁴ The heavy-handed policies against the
�Alawis of the governors Ah.mad Pasha al-S.ulh. (c.1818–93), who was to be elect-
ed to Beirut’s first provincial council and—succeeding him—Ah.mad Pasha
Abāz.a who had been the first municipal president of Beirut between 1868 and
1877, appear to have had the support of Lattakia’s urban elites. But their mili-
tary interventions only hardened rural resistance to state centralization and
suspicion towards the predominantly Sunni city of Lattakia.

The style of the Ottoman government’s mission civilisatrice in �Alawi 
territory changed from the stick to the carrot in the late 1880s. When Lattakia’s
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jurisdiction changed over to ‘enlightened’ Beirut, its governor, Z
.
iya Bey, built

roads, civil schools, and Hanafi mosques, initiated large-scale educational pro-
grammes, and encouraged ‘entry into the bureaucratic efendiyya class’.⁵⁵ Not
obedience but conformity, not coercion but conversion, was the new way of
pacifying this ‘unruly region’. In order to inscribe its authority once and for all,
the provincial government constructed administrative buildings, or konaks,
schools in and around the troubled northern subprovinces in the head towns to
mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the sultan’s accession to the caliphate.⁵⁶
The governor gained popularity among the �Alawis for granting them ‘a full
share in local administration and by promoting education amongst them’.⁵⁷
Under imperial instructions, Z

.
iya Bey was

active in inducing these Ansariehs [�Alawis] to embrace Sunni Islam. Apparently suc-
cessful, 15,000 out of a total of about 60,000 have come forward and accepted the Mus-
lim doctrines. The Sultan takes great interest in this movement and ten mosques and
ten schools have already been erected at his expense. [And] the Civil List is funding
another forty of each. The Ansariehs hope to be treated equally and not, as formerly, as
pariahs by the bona fide Muslims, hence their large-scale conversion.⁵⁸

What Protestant missionary activism was to the inhabitants of the southern
subprovinces of Beirut, especially Acre and the Balqa, Ottoman administra-
tors’ proselytism was to the inhabitants of the northern subprovinces, especial-
ly the �Alawis. While the situation was far more complex, nevertheless, as part
of the Ottoman government’s pacifying mission, provincial inspectors ordered
the prejudiced urban Sunni population to accept �Alawi converts to Hanafi
Islam and to allow them to integrate into their society as legal equals.⁵⁹ The
memoirs of Yūsuf al-H. akı̄m (b. 1879), a Lattakia-born career bureaucrat, add
another dimension to Ottoman rule in the province of Beirut. He argues 
that, from the 1890s, governor appointments to Lattakia were settled in 
Abdülhamid’s palace rather than in Beirut—undermining the very 
provincial order Hamidian governments sought to create. The �Alawi region
was already renowned for the taste of its tobacco. Since the entire production
had fallen under the international Tobacco Régie after Ottoman state bank-
ruptcy in 1875, the region had been catapulted into the Ottoman political 
economy.

�Izzat Pasha al-�Ābid, the sultan’s favourite adviser and notorious Damascene
concessionaire, first secured the governorship for his son-in-law and then for
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his own son. The grand vizier Kāmil Pasha had his son appointed governor of
Lattakia twice (1896 and 1905) while al-Sayyid Abū al-Hudā parachuted one of
his clients into office in 1901.⁶⁰ After a controversy over the Tobacco Régie’s
buying and selling preferences, the governor was dismissed and replaced by an
eager Muh.ammad Arslān hovering in Beirut.⁶¹

The Provincial Council of Beirut

If the position of the governor general constituted the most powerful manifes-
tation of direct imperial rule in Beirut, the provincial council was the most
powerful manifestation of the stranglehold of Beirut notables over its adminis-
trative hinterland. The Ottoman Provincial Law had turned provincial capitals
into powerful political centres where decision-making and lobbying con-
verged. The most important decision-making body was the provincial council
which convened regularly in the capital. Applications for concessions were
reviewed in Beirut’s provincial council. Taxes and revenues were assessed there.
Land sales and property deeds were ratified there. Projects of infrastructure and
public works throughout the province were decided there. Sites for industry
were allocated by the provincial council and resolutions of all municipalities
were checked by it.⁶² In short, whoever sat on this general council for the
province wielded a lot of power (see Table 2).

The muftı̄ and naqı̄b al-ashrāf of Beirut were ex-officio council members, as
were the imperial bureaucrats sent from Istanbul—the governor-general, the
judge (nā �ib), the treasurer (deftardār), and the secretary general (mektūbci).
The remaining six members were elected. The law explicitly required parity
between Muslims and minorities but remained vague as to the geographical
distribution of the representatives in the subprovinces.⁶³ In Beirut’s first
provincial council, three members were Beirut notables of at least the second
generation.⁶⁴ Another member, Ah.mad Pasha al-S.ulh. , was a provincial notable
originally from Sidon before he took residence in Beirut in the early 1860s.⁶⁵
His father had sent Ah.mad for military training to Istanbul when the Egyptian
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army conquered Bilad al-Sham in 1831. S.ulh. returned to Beirut with the
Ottoman army after the Egyptian withdrawal and joined the provincial
administration serving as governor in Lattakia and Acre. His marriage to the
daughter of the Damascene mufti, H. asan Taqı̄ al-Dı̄n al-H. isnı̄, made him a
major player in the late Ottoman politics of notables and the linchpin of the
short-lived Syrian reform movement under Midh.at Pasha’s rule between 1878

and 1880.⁶⁶

Table 2. Members of the administrative council of the province of Beirut

Institution/Year 1305: 1888 1310: 1892 1318: 1899/1900 1319: 1900/1

Governor general �Alı̄ Pasha Khālid Bey Rashı̄d Mumtāz Bey Rashı̄d Mumtāz Bey
Chief judge Isma�ı̄ l Rāmiz Bey �Abduh Kamāl Ah.mad Shukrı̄ Ah.mad Shukrı̄

al-Dı̄n
Treasurer Muh.ammad Sharı̄f Hanı̄f Edhem Edhem
General secretary Fikret Bey �Abdallah Najı̄b Fas.ı̄h Bey Mah.mūd Bey
Muftı̄ �Abd al-Bāsit. Fākhūrı̄ �Abd al-Bāsit. �Abd al-Bāsit. �Abd al-Bāsit.
Naqı̄b al-ashrāf Shaykh �Abd �Abd al-Rah.mān �Abd al-Rahmān �Abd al-Rah.mān

al-Rah.mān Nah.h. ās Nah.h. ās Nah.h. ās Nah.h. ās
Elected members: Ah.mad al-S.ulh. H. asan Bayhum �Abd al-Qādir �Abd al-Qādir 

al-Danā al-Danā
Sa�d al-Dı̄n Qabbānı̄ Sa�d al-Dı̄n Amı̄n Mukhayyish �Abd al-Rah.mān
Pasha Qabbānı̄ Pasha Pasha Bayd.ūn Pasha
Muh.ammad Bayhum Mis.bāh. Ghandūr H. asan Bayhum Arslān Dimashqiyya
Yūsuf Sursuq Nakhla Tuwaynı̄ Jibrān Tuwaynı̄ Jibrān Tuwaynı̄
Yūsuf Nas.r Eliās al-�Arab Ibrāhı̄m Thābit Ibrāhı̄m Thābit
Eliās al-�Arab Mika�ı̄ l Far�ūn Salı̄m Mus.addiyya Yūsuf Far�ūn

Institution/Year 1322: 1904 1324: 1906 1326: 1908

Governor general Ibrāhı̄m Khalı̄l Pasha Khalı̄l Pasha Khalı̄l Pasha
Chief judge Muh.ammad Tawfı̄q Muh.ammad Tawfı̄q Amı̄r Khalūs.ı̄
Treasurer Vacant Shawqı̄ Bey M. ālik Bey
Secretary general Mah.mūd Bey Mah.mūd Bey Ah.mad Bey
Muftı̄ �Abd al-Bāsit. Fākhūrı̄ Vacant Vacant
Naqı̄b al-ashrāf �Abd al-Rah.mān Nah.h. ās �Abd al-Rah.mān Nah.h.as �Abd al-Rah.mān Nah.h. ās
Elected members: Amı̄n Mukhayyish Pasha �Abd al-Rah.mān Bayd. ūn �Abd al-Rah.mān Bayd. ūn

Pasha Pasha
Arslān Dimashqiyya Arslān Dimashqiyya Arslān Dimashqiyya
Rashı̄d Bayhum Rashı̄d Bayhum Rashı̄d Bayhum
Iskandar Tuwaynı̄ Bey Najı̄b T.rād Najı̄b T.rād
Bishāra S.abbāgh Nadra Mutr̄an Bey Nadra Mut.rān Bey
Najı̄b Hānı̄ Najı̄b Hānı̄ Najı̄b Hānı̄



Prominent members like the Bayhums, Dimashqiyyas, Mukhayyishs,
S.abbāghs were notables, merchants, and entrepreneurs who were active in
development projects across the Arab provinces. Their administrative posi-
tions allowed them to be inside the provincial decision-making apparatus and
wield extensive powers in the process of Beirut’s ‘financial capitalization’.

The families of most members of the Beirut provincial council had been
involved in the petitions for the capitalization of Beirut since 1865. They will re-
emerge in the narrative of this book—be it as local investors, municipal mem-
bers, newspaper editors, propertied merchants, career bureaucrats, or party
politicians. In all cases, they had established for themselves a privileged posi-
tion to impose their vision of fin de siècle Beirut on the physical environment of
a provincial capital. The geographical distribution of members of Beirut’s
provincial council is testimony to the extent of the capital’s dominance. The
records available suggest that in twenty years all but a handful of members were
from Beirut.
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Thus, the particular centre–periphery relations in late Ottoman Beirut
defied polarization into a binary imperial and local antagonism. Instead, the
imbrication of imperial and local structures of decision-making helped shape
Beirut’s regional trajectory as a political and economic centre within the larger
Mediterranean economy. Local interest groups not only depended on, but also
sought, the presence of Ottoman imperial power in Beirut. The particular
structure of the Ottoman provincial administration manned by imperial
bureaucrats and provincial councillors from the capital was to play an impor-
tant role in capitalist urbanization as well as the production of dominant and
marginal spaces in the city and province of Beirut.

Before I turn to these themes, the remainder of this chapter will examine the
extent to which this new administrative entity was incorporated into the polit-
ical discourse between the 1908 revolution and the First World War. Far from
being dismissed as a Hamidian construct of provincial divide and rule, under
the Young Turks the province of Beirut was seized by a new breed of local politi-
cians as a central rallying point for provincial self-determination in Ottoman
parliament and local parties. What is surprising, given the myth of the deep-
rootedness and the evolutionary narrative of the Lebanese nation state, is that
in the political imagination of Beirut’s Muslims and Christians alike, the polit-
ical entity of the province of Beirut was as viable and as legitimate as the
mutas.arrifiyya of Mount Lebanon. Expressed more succinctly, historically 
the dissolution of Beirut’s provincial entity was as unpredictable at the onset of
the First World War as was the final shape of the post-war Lebanese nation
state.

City and Province after the Young Turk Revolution

Characteristically cynical of euphoric new beginnings in the Middle East, Elie
Kedourie declared ‘that the Arabic-speaking provinces on the eve of the coup
d’état of July 1908 were quiescent’.⁶⁷ This view belittles the fact that the period
from 1908 to the suppression of the ‘Reform Committee for the Province of
Beirut’ in April 1913 witnessed mushrooming electoral activity and ideological
formations.⁶⁸ In Beirut and Bilad al-Sham more generally, a new type of polit-
ical leadership—the ‘za�āma’—emerged that was to dominate national politics
for the rest of the twentieth century. During this crucial period in Lebanese
politics, Salı̄m �Alı̄ Salām (1868–1938) soared from relative political obscurity to
an internationally fêted power broker. His meteoric rise was made possible 
by the new local style of party politics—communal bosses (za �ı̄ms) and 
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clientelism. After the Young Turk revolution the Salāms emerged as Beirut’s
dominant and archetypal family of za �ı̄ms.⁶⁹

The notables’ ‘inherited’ honour and nobility—whether through genealogy,
wealth, or ‘brave’ acts of violence—allowed for a cross-confessional elite soli-
darity that balanced social order with confessional commitment. In the rare
events of subaltern, urban violence in late Ottoman Beirut, the notables acti-
vated this system of social control and mediated between warring factions to re-
establish public order and confessional coexistence.⁷⁰

The za�āma differed from the politics of notables of the eighteenth- and
nineteenth centuries in that a za�ı̄m’s political authority was based on the inter-
play between a property-based electoral system and control over street politics.
The fall of the Hamidian regime in 1908 paved the way for political bosses to
mobilize the urban population through horizontal ties of consociation and 
vertical ties of patronage on the one hand and through conflicting and over-
lapping ideologies of nationalism, provincialism, and Ottomanism on the
other.

Patronage relied less on physical coercion or access to state power alone, but
crucially on the za�ı̄m’s ability to build a loyal electorate through a party, a
movement, a welfare organization, or a community-based clientele. What also
distinguished a za�ı̄m from other notables was the respect (ih. tirām) attached to
his role. Like other notables, a za�ı̄m inherited nobility, but someone like Salı̄m
Salām ‘asserted himself in violent and heroic acts against his enemies’ or,
indeed, against Ottoman and later French authority.⁷¹

In the wake of the Young Turk revolution, rural, non-Beiruti notables—like
Kāmil Bey of the Shia al-As�ad clan, the Druze notables of the Arslan family or
the �Abd al-Hādı̄s of Nablus—seized the new paths to power and replaced the
disgraced so-called ‘Hamidian Arabs’ of the provincial capital.⁷²These families
hailed from mountainous regions whose respective communities had been
marginal in Beirut politics before the revolution. Thus the outer edges of the
province—the districts of Lattakia in the north and of Acre, the Balqa and Marj
�Ayun in the south—entered more directly into the orbit of imperial politics.

In terms of Ottoman centre–periphery relations the purging of Hamidian
appointments in Beirut’s provincial administration possibly constituted one of
the revolution’s most significant points of rupture as layoffs and new appoint-
ments constituted the ‘driving force of the process of politicisation’.⁷³ In par-
ticular the systematic posting of the first generation of Arab graduates from the
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Imperial Civil Service School (mülkiye mektebi) to district offices across Bilad
al-Sham helped to politicize the provinces.⁷⁴

The Hamidian era was the era of provincial capitals.⁷⁵ Driven by competent
provincial governors like Midh.at Pasha, enthusiastic municipalities, a demand-
ing Arabic press, and able engineers, cities like Baghdad, Izmir, Jerusalem,
Damascus, and Beirut were turned into self-consciously modern cities and
relay stations for the systematic Ottomanization of Arab provinces. The Young
Turks did not abandon Beirut. However, no new projects of urbanism were car-
ried out in Beirut until the wartime destruction of the old city in 1915–16.⁷⁶

The attention of the Young Turk governments shifted beyond the provincial
capital and into the administrative hinterland of Beirut. The Committee of
Union and Progress (CUP) opened party offices in a host of towns on the dis-
trict level in an effort to mobilize the provincial populations more directly. The
political voices of the district governors themselves grew louder after 1908.
Many latter-day nationalists launched their political careers on Ottoman dis-
trict assignments. The amirs Muh.ammad and Amı̄n Arslān in Lattakia, 
nationalist martyr Shukrı̄ al-�Asalı̄, and mülkiye graduate Amı̄n �Abd al-Hādı̄
made their debuts as qā �imaqāms of Nazareth and Tiberias respectively before
winning parliamentary seats or imperial office in Istanbul a decade later.⁷⁷

Another mülkiye graduate, Néguib Azoury, owed his 1907 appointment as
qā �imaqām in Jerusalem less to his education than to his connection with the
powerful Malh.amas in Istanbul.⁷⁸ In fact, French observers considered his
appointment an imperial ‘sinecure rewarding Azoury for giving up Young Turk
activities and declaring his loyalty to the sultan’.⁷⁹ Under the Young Turks he
became an uncomfortable spokesperson for Arab secession from the Ottoman
Empire.

As political parties proliferated in Istanbul and the provinces, ideological
differences emerged not just between supporters of the sultan and the CUP but
also between different strands of Young Turk thought. Professional associations
mushroomed in Beirut and Damascus. Merchants, pharmacists, lawyers, and
urban craftsmen formed social clubs and lobby groups. The three pre-war par-
liamentary elections in 1908, 1912, and 1914 saw liberal, unionist, and decen-
tralist candidates vie for votes.

The 1912 parliamentary elections, in particular, were a landmark event in
Arab politics. Conducted in the wake of the Ottoman–Italian war and the 
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Italian bombardment of the port of Beirut in 1911, government and opposition
candidates went on large-scale election campaigns across Bilad al-Sham.
Shukrı̄ al-�As.alı̄, parliamentarian for the province of Damascus, and Kāmil Bey
al-As�ad, candidate for the province of Beirut, were joined by other young
opposition politicians, such as �Abd al-Rah.mān Shahbandar, �Abd al-Hamı̄d
Zah.rāwı̄, and Muh.ammad Kurd �Alı̄, on their tours. Journalists followed their
trail to Beirut, Baalbek, Damascus, Homs, and Aleppo and reported the effects
their speeches had on crowds. In many ways, these party-based election cam-
paigns in 1912 prefigured the mass politics during the Faysal period whose
diverse manifestations James Gelvin has painstakingly documented.⁸⁰

At the time, however, such popular mobilization was unprecedented. They
were the ‘first in the history of the region in which voters had a choice of sup-
porting or opposing a party in power’.⁸¹ Significantly, these elections also sig-
nalled the subtle but significant gravitational shift in provincial politics away
from the capitals.⁸² The Young Turk government actively sought to bypass
Beirut and manipulated the electoral boundaries in the province in order to
avoid the prospect of defeat at the hands of the popular opposition groups
around Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum and Salı̄m Salām, Michel and Yūsuf Sur-
suq.⁸³ The ensuing election victory proved short-lived for the CUP whose 
violation of the administrative integrity backfired heavily when provincial 
self-determination became the battle cry of the 1913 reform movement.

One beneficiary of the government’s electoral interference was the Shiite
notable Kāmil Bey al-As�ad—a new type of provincial politician with a rural
power-base.⁸⁴ In 1909, Kāmil Bey was elected onto the provincial council, tak-
ing the Sidon seat of Rid. ā Bey al-S.ulh. who had become an Ottoman parlia-
mentary deputy in Istanbul.⁸⁵ Kāmil Bey moved his residence to Beirut,
delegating the affairs in Jabal �Amil to family members. His successful re-elec-
tion in 1912 followed his last-minute abandonment of the Entente Libérale in
favour of the ruling CUP.⁸⁶ Having ingratiated himself with the CUP, his third
candidacy in 1914 also proved successful.
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Salı̄m �Alı̄ Salām was the most prominent beneficiary of the sea change
brought about by the revolution of 1908. His father had been a second-tier
merchant upstart from Ras Beirut with business ties in Damascus, Aleppo,
Jaffa, and Alexandria. Business fortunes allowed him to move to a large build-
ing complex in Musaitbeh south of the old city. After Abū �Alı̄’s prestigious
marriage to the daughter of Beirut’s two leading Sunni �ulamā’ families (the
Barbı̄rs and the Aghars) propelled the Salams into the top ranks of local
respectability, his son Salı̄m turned the family residence into a palatial building
complex from where national za�ı̄m politics were conducted until his son S. ā�ib’s
death in 2000. Although during the Hamidian period Salı̄m Salām had taken
over and expanded his father’s business into a profitable enterprise, his only
public posts recorded in the Ottoman Salnāmes until 1908 were memberships
of local agricultural and hospital committees.⁸⁷ Salı̄m Salām’s break into polit-
ical prominence came with the revival of the Sunni philanthropic society
‘jam�iyyat al-maqās.id al-khayriyya al-islāmiyya’ in 1907/8.⁸⁸ Two years later the
governor general, Nāz. im Pasha, appointed him to the presidency of both the
society and the municipality. On the basis of these two pivotal positions Salim
advanced as an indispensable force in Ottoman provincial politics. The water-
shed events of 1911–12—the Italian invasion of Ottoman Libya, the Balkan cri-
sis, and the election defeat of Ismail Kemal Bey’s Entente Libérale—had
politicized Salām who saw the integrity of the Ottoman Empire threatened by
internal and external crises. He was elected to the Ottoman parliament in 1914

on the platform of forming a reformist Arab block but this was nipped in the
bud by the beginning of the First World War.⁸⁹

Al-As�ad and Salām were both relative upstarts in Beirut politics. But there
were also significant differences between these two shooting stars of the Young
Turk period. While Salam was bound to Beirut’s political system by marriage,
business, and municipal office and quickly rose to become the leading Sunni
politician in the Young Turk period, the Shiite al-As�ad remained an outsider in
Beirut’s political economy. On the one hand, he continued to be viewed with
suspicion, on the other he was not bound by the informal web of obligations
that regulated Beirut’s particular blend of politics of notables. His rural power
base allowed him to break agreements with fellow Beiruti politicians with rela-
tively little social consequence. Moreover, while Salam was reluctant to aban-
don his affairs in Beirut for a post in Istanbul, al-As�ad went out of his way to
remain in Istanbul where, after the coup d’état of 1913, his CUP affiliation was
far more appreciated than in Entente-held Beirut.
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⁸⁷ Salnāme—Bayrūt Vilāyeti, 1328 (1908/9). ⁸⁸ Shubārū (2000: 64). See also below, Ch. 6.
⁸⁹ MAE, Nantes, CB, 1904–1914, carton 361, Beirut, 23 Apr. 1914.



The Reform Committee for the Province of Beirut

The reformers in Beirut once again had the benefit of a favourable ear inside the
government in Istanbul when old friends of Beirut, Grand Vizier Kāmil Pasha
and the leader of the Entente Libérale, Ismail Kemal Bey, returned to power at
the Sublime Porte in June 1912. Kāmil Pasha encouraged Beirutis to submit a
provincial reform proposal. In return, Salı̄m Salām, Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum,
the Sursuqs, and, notably, Kāmil Bey al-S.ulh. , the other son of Ah.mad Pasha al-
S.ulh. , mobilized the streets in support of Kāmil Pasha and backed the provincial
assembly,⁹⁰ which the sympathetic governor general, Edhem Bey, called for the
first time in the history of the province of Beirut on 14 January 1913. Nine days
later, however, Kāmil Pasha’s government in Istanbul was overthrown. From
our provincial perspective on Ottoman political machinations, one of the 
reasons for the storming of the Sublime Porte by CUP officers on 23 January
may have been the grand vizier’s encouragement of rights of provincial 
self-determination.⁹¹ What deserves special attention is that Beirut’s reform
discourse was framed neither by an urban nor a national unit of political repre-
sentation but by a provincial unit. As a way out of the Ottoman crisis in gener-
al and the threat of foreign occupation of Bilad al-Sham in particular, Salı̄m
Salām advocated reform on the level of the ‘Ottoman community of provinces’
(laysa fı̄ wilāyatuna fah.asab bal fı̄ jamı̄ ‘ al-wilāyāt).⁹² In his view, only if this pro-
posal was heeded by the Ottoman government could the growing popularity of
secessionist ideas be countered. In other words, the integrity of the constituent
provincial structure was crucial to the integrity of the empire as a whole.

The founding meeting of the ‘Reform Committee for the Province of
Beirut’ took place in the municipal building on Sunday, 31 January 1913.⁹³ Its
eighty-six members submitted a fifteen-point plan, which was adopted in the
concomitant third session of the General Assembly of the province of Beirut.⁹⁴
They presented their project of provincial reforms based on the ‘fundamental
disposition [that] the Ottoman government is a constitutional parliamen-
tarian government’.⁹⁵ The project acknowledged the authority of the imperial
government in foreign, economic, and military affairs, but insisted on the
integrity of the provincial form to which reforms must be applied. Arabic was
demanded as the official language. A general council of thirty members elect-
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⁹⁰ Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum, ‘Movement Beni’, al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄ (19 Dec. 1912), Salı̄m �Alı̄ Salām,
‘Les Reformes Decentralistes’, al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄ (23 Dec. 1912); in MAE, Nantes, CB, 1904–1914, 
361. See also Salām (1981: 130).

⁹¹ A more direct cause seems to have been the loss of Salonika to Greece that month. See Kayali 
(1997: 130). ⁹² Salām (1981: 129). ⁹³ Ibid. 133.

⁹⁴ For the names of the members, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: annex).
⁹⁵ Sa�adūn (1994: 40–1).



ing Muslims and Christians in equal halves should be convoked regularly. It
should be vested with more legislative power vis-à-vis the governor general—in
particular regarding loans, concessions, and shareholding companies. Foreign
officials should be allowed to staff certain posts in the provincial administra-
tion for the benefit of improving services.⁹⁶

With the proclamation of this comprehensive Decentralist Manifesto, the
once awkward construct of the province of Beirut became a political stake in
Ottoman–Arab politics and elicited support from people across the provinces
of Beirut, Syria, and Baghdad. The proposal of Salı̄m Salām and his allies to
open up the provincial council to the large number of non-Beiruti notables
who had been hitherto underrepresented and denied access was an effective
strategy to reach out and mobilize the province. Relinquishing Beiruti’s near
monopoly on the provincial council paid off, as people across the provinces ral-
lied in support of the reform movement in their towns and districts.⁹⁷

Recognizing the momentum in the provinces, a commission of the Ministry
of the Interior inspected the reform proposals and submitted a counter-draft to
the sultan.⁹⁸ When the new governor general, Abū Bakr H. āzim Bey, arrived in
Beirut, he quickly closed the Reform Club’s salon near Bab Idriss. In protest,
Beirut’s chamber of commerce dissolved itself, municipal and provincial coun-
cil members such as Salı̄m Salām resigned, and a general strike was called, after
a defiant meeting was held at the Syrian Protestant College.⁹⁹ In response,
H. āz. im Bey arrested a host of rebel notables.¹⁰⁰ The direct test of strength
between Beirut’s notables and the governor general was won by the former who
managed to have H. āzim Bey recalled. However, this episode caused insur-
mountable suspicion between the CUP government and the reformers in
Beirut.¹⁰¹ With opposition voices calling for foreign intervention growing
louder and the Arab Congress about to commence in Paris, the stakes were 
rising and the rift in Ottoman–Arab unity was growing larger. It reached its
tragic pinnacle with Cemāl Pasha’s hanging of over thirty opposition leaders
during the First World War.¹⁰²
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⁹⁶ Le Réveil (20 Feb. 1913).
⁹⁷ al-Mufı̄d and al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄, the most committed newspapers of the reformers’ cause, carried

weekly updates of pro-reform manifestations in the Arab provinces. See Khalidi (1981).
⁹⁸ Le Réveil (13 Mar. 1913). The new provincial law turned out to be more centralist than the existing one

and subsequently fuelled opposition dissent. See Findley (1986: 3–29).
⁹⁹ Petitions from across the province were published in al-Is.lāh. and al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄. For example,

on 16 Apr. 1913, fifty-two Muslims and Christians of Haifa wrote a protest note against the dissolution of the
Reform Committee: ‘We admire the courage of the Beiruti reformists who have just added a beautiful page
to the History of the country!’ Centralist newspapers in Istanbul, such as Tanın and La Turquié published
anti-reform petitions. ¹⁰⁰ Salibi (1976: 208). ¹⁰¹ See below, Ch. 9.

¹⁰² For the list of martyrs hanged on Sahat al-Burj in 1915–16, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: Annex).



Bayrūt Vilāyeti: Ottoman Wartime Ethnography

During the First World War, the incumbent governor general �Azmı̄ Bey called
two General Assemblies, for the first of which extensive minutes are avail-
able.¹⁰³ This meeting brought thirty-two deputies from the districts of the
province together in the capital in order to discuss conditions and develop-
ments. The delegates brought a variety of issues in their constituencies to the
attention of the capital bureaucrats. The minutes of the meeting reveal the
assertiveness with which hitherto unknown notables from minor towns put
forward their constituency’s demands for infrastructural, agricultural, educa-
tional, and financial improvements.

The governor general set up planning committees in which lesser provincial
notables were introduced to Beirut politics. Under the presidency of
Muh.ammad al-Jisr, a Tripoli notable and son of a revered Islamic scholar,
deputies from Haifa, Tyre, Acre, Bani Sa‘ab, Tiberia, the remote Akkar region,
and Safita voted on changes to the provincial laws, revised statistical proce-
dures, challenged property divisions used for taxation, called a provincial sur-
vey of Ottoman schools, and demanded a provincial, public library.¹⁰⁴

As a consequence of the two meetings, the governor general �Azmı̄ Bey com-
missioned two Ottoman officials of the education department to study the
wartime conditions of the people of the province of Beirut. The two individu-
als selected belonged to a new kind of provincial elite that came through the
ranks of the Hamidian school system.¹⁰⁵ Armed with an imperial passe-partout,
Rafı̄q Bey Tamı̄mı̄, a Nablus-born employee at the Ministry of Education with
links to the secret Arab nationalist society al-Fatāt,¹⁰⁶ and Bahjat Bey, an Alep-
po-born lawyer, journalist, and teacher, were in a position to admonish hither-
to untouchable notables and powerful merchants ‘for their oppression and
greed’, their acts of injustice being considered all the more despicable and trea-
sonous in the hard times of war.¹⁰⁷

The two volumes of Bayrūt Vilāyet-i were shot through with paragraphs on
the morality of progress as well as with the desire to penetrate the ‘unknown
regions’ of the provincial periphery.¹⁰⁸ During their two eight-week trips,
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¹⁰³ Bayrūt Vilāyet-i meclis umūmisinin 1330 [m.] senesi ictimā �ında itih. āz eylediği mükarirat (Beirut, 1915);
Bayrūt Vilāyet-i meclis umūmisinin; üçüncü devre-i ictimā �ında ceryan eden muzakeratin z. ābitdir, 1331 [m.]
(Beirut, 1916). ¹⁰⁴ Bayrūt Vilāyet-i meclis umūmisinin 1330. ¹⁰⁵ See Fortna (2001).

¹⁰⁶ Born in 1886, Rafı̄q Bey Tamı̄mı̄ graduated in history from the Faculty of Arts in Paris in 1909. See
Gilsenan (1996: 333 n. 3).

¹⁰⁷ Born in 1891, Bahjat Bey was educated at the Law Faculty in Istanbul and served on various courts
across the empire before turning to journalism. He came to Beirut to join his co-author at the sult.aniye
school where he taught philosophy and literature. See Doumani (1996: 150, 292n.).

¹⁰⁸ Gilsenan (1996: 69–74).



Rafı̄q Bey compiled, in unprecedented detail, information on geography, pop-
ulation statistics, history and archaeology, education, agriculture, commerce,
public works, and industry. He studied the problem of emigration, blamed the
‘backward’ state of many outlying regions in the province, and recommended
‘better guidance’ by the state. His observations were complemented by Bahjat
Bey’s survey on the people’s traditions, morals, hygiene, dialects, literature, and
fine arts, especially the scientific movement and publishing world, ‘the condi-
tions’ of heterodox sects, and ethnic groups such as the �Alawis, the Isma�ilis,
and Turkmans.¹⁰⁹

The work for the promised third volume on Beirut may have been prevent-
ed by the war, but from the outset the mission was designed to shed light on
what were considered the more obscure corners of the empire. The two vol-
umes represented a break with previous structures of provincial knowledge
culled from Ottoman yearbooks that had merely reproduced statistics and legal
texts. The detailed and evaluative narrative of Bayrūt Vilāyeti reported on com-
plaints and petitions against social injustices from towns and villages, and the
authors often sided with the aggrieved peasants against the moneyed elite.

Previous provincial inspection tours and committees of improvement were
conducted in the main by military or high imperial officials, not teachers from
the region. Previous inspectors during the tanz. ı̄māt period tended to take sides
with the existing local elites where and when challenged by uprisings from
below.¹¹⁰ Bahjat and Tamı̄mı̄’s enlightening panacea was primary schooling.
They sharply criticized the Young Turk government for failing to provide pub-
lic education and thus to lift the provincial peripheries out of their assumed
backwardness.¹¹¹ Stability and order alone were no longer sufficient require-
ments for a lasting improvement of the provincial conditions and a lasting pop-
ular identification with a reinvigorated Ottoman empire. The role and
legitimacy of the state was contingent on its ability to imbue its people with
modern forms of knowledge.

Conclusion

The point of departure of this chapter was 1888, the year Beirut was made an
Ottoman provincial capital. The choice of the Ottoman provincial capital as
the principal unit of analysis consciously steps out of the geographical confines
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¹⁰⁹ Bahjat and Tamı̄mı̄ (1987: i. 4). ¹¹⁰ Hanssen (2002: 58–61).
¹¹¹ Bahjat and Tamı̄mı̄ (1987: ii. 194).



of previous national histories of Lebanon. Istanbul was the main point of ref-
erence for urban notables and political culture. Conversely, Ottoman imperi-
alism crystallized as much out of an adaptation to political changes in Europe
as to political changes in the provinces. Local reaction to the implementation
of the new provincial boundaries suggests that an acute awareness of the impor-
tance of the spatial structure of the Arab provinces during the late Ottoman
empire may have fed latter-day territorial nationalisms.

Certainly spatial and territorial awareness pre-dated the nation state as it
emerged after the First World War. My insistence that, in the late Ottoman
period, provincial boundaries mattered to the people living within them is not
because we should ‘assume that boundaries were literally fixed and provinces
well-defined [so as to] project the limits of modern states into the past’.¹¹² On
the contrary, provincial boundaries were challenged or defended because they
affected taxation, infrastructure, welfare, and ultimately political identities of
the day, irrespective of whether they came to delineate nation states or not.

The territorial boundaries of the province of Beirut ceased to exist on 29

August 1920. In a hastily drafted Arrête No. 320, the thirty-two-year-long
chapter of the province of Beirut was closed just two days before the French
mandate officially began.¹¹³ In the driest of official languages, the French High
Commissioner, Henri Gouraud, quietly committed this late Ottoman territo-
rial construct to the scrapyard of history. Although some Beirutis continued to
resist the chopping up of the province of Beirut by the mandate powers, in
hindsight ‘History’ had moved on and so had the dominant Lebanese agendas.
Even the 1936 ‘people of the coast’ movement no longer based their short-lived
agenda on the same boundaries as the 1913 Reform Committee of the Province
of Beirut.¹¹⁴ The historic merger of coastal districts, the Mountain, the Biqa�
valley formerly under Damascene jurisdiction, and Bilad Bisharri in the south
into one Grand Liban in 1920 was clearly neither the revival of an ancient
Phoenician geography¹¹⁵ nor, in fact, the natural outcome of the mutas.arri-
fiyya experience of Mount Lebanon.¹¹⁶ The eventual shape of the Republic of
Lebanon was the product of conjectures, negotiations, and compromises dur-
ing and immediately after the First World War, which could draw on a whole
arsenal of different social currents and counter-currents, geographical models,
and political ideas for Lebanon that mushroomed from the mid-nineteenth
century onwards.¹¹⁷
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¹¹² Barbir (1980: 16). It is crucial to resist the teleological temptation to reify Ottoman provincial borders
as natural precursors to national ones. See Fattah (1997: 1).

¹¹³ Haut Commissariat de la Republique Française en Syrie (1925), Récueil des actes administratives,
1919–1924, i (Beirut), 136. ¹¹⁴ See Shehadi (1987). ¹¹⁵ Salibi (1988: 178–9).

¹¹⁶ As argued by Akarli (1993). ¹¹⁷ Hakim-Dowek (D.Phil. thesis, 1997).



Far from a cul-de-sac of history, the legacy of the Beirut province lies in
remembering historical roads not taken. It is precisely the legacy of the
Ottoman province of Beirut that allows us to historicize the political emer-
gence of Lebanon and Beirut as the Lebanese national capital in the twentieth
century while at the same time rescuing its urban history from ‘inevitablist’
appropriations of state nationalism.
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3

�
Capitalist Urbanization and 

Subaltern Resistance

As long as there exists a state power capable of maintaining a semblance of order, direct
domination was less important. This changed with the predominance of capital expor-
tation when much greater vested interests are at stake. When railways are built in a 
foreign country, when land is expropriated, when ports are constructed and mines 
are founded, the [investment] risk is far greater than buying and selling mere 
merchandise.¹

Rudolph Hilferding was arguably one of the most influential Marxist theoreti-
cians of the nexus between capitalism and colonialism and was in many ways
the ‘missing link’ between Marx and Lenin. According to Hilferding, the sheer
volume of financial capital moved around the globe and into the colonies by
large investment companies raised the economic stakes of European imperial-
ism. These higher stakes—so his analysis continued—inevitably led to ‘ever
more pressing attempts to impose on [colonial] countries legal systems appro-
priate to capitalism, regardless of whether existing rulers are retained or
destroyed’. Each European power tried to monopolize a share of the colonial
market through military conquest, trade tariffs, and economic dependency.
During the Great Depression of 1873–96—the ‘highest phase of capitalism’—
this practice not only exploited economic resources and destroyed social rela-
tions in the non-European world, but Hilferding argued prophetically in 1910

that it was also bound to cause wars inside Europe.²
The link between capitalism and colonialism is the subject of continuing

debate amongst the historians of metropolitan Europe and the colonial 

¹ Hilferding (1968: 436). See also the discussions of Marxist writings on the link between capitalist expan-
sion and imperialism in Owen and Sutcliffe (1972). Robert Brenner’s important critique of the tendency of
both modernizationists and Marxists to overlook the internal social and economic conditions for historical
change strengthens this chapter’s critical account of local capitalist agency and underlying class formation
and conflict in 19th-cent. Beirut. See Brenner (1977: 25–91). ² Hilferding (1968: 437).
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world.³ In the case of the Ottoman empire, European powers forced the gov-
ernment to lift its trade tariffs in 1838. In spite of this the integration of the East-
ern Mediterranean into the world-economy and European financial capitalism
‘could not readily proceed through an alliance between the dominant interests
in the center countries and those social classes in the periphery whose interests
lay in the same direction’. Instead, provincial merchants and export-oriented
landlords operated through, and within, Ottoman state structure.⁴

In a comparative perspective, the societies of the Ottoman empire in the
nineteenth century experienced capitalist and colonial expansion differently
from other peripheral regions in the world-economy. For one, the size of the
empire meant that Ottoman territories became peripheralized at different
times and in different places. Moreover, state bankruptcy in 1875 and the sub-
sequent financial control by the European-controlled Public Debt Adminis-
tration (PDA) neither turned the Ottoman empire into a formal colony, nor
integrated it into the ‘informal empire’ of one particular imperial power.

Notables, Entrepreneurs, and Shareholders 
Capitalize on Beirut

Economic historians of Europe link the origins of organized export capital—
that is to say, state-protected shareholder companies investing abroad—to ‘the
unprecedented disturbance and depression of trade’ in Western economies
between 1873 and 1895/6.⁵ Historians of the Ottoman empire, too, look at the
bankruptcy of the Ottoman state in 1875 as the culmination of the empire’s
integration into the world-economy.⁶ As a way out of the financial crisis a six-
plus-one nations PDA was set up to monitor Ottoman fiscal policy. In order to
service the Ottoman debt, the PDA farmed out tax monopolies to European
public/private companies that siphoned off taxes on spirits, salt, hunting and
fishing licenses, silk, and tobacco. Determined to modernize the empire but
crippled by debts and fiscal obligations, the Ottoman government took to sell-
ing concessions and granting contracts to international construction compa-
nies as a way to stimulate as much as possible the development of public
utilities, regional and urban transport systems, and infrastructural projects
with the limited funds available.⁷

³ See e.g. Marseille (1984), and Saul (1997). ⁴ Pamuk (1988: 131).
⁵ Hobsbawm (1995: 35). ⁶ See Kasaba (1988). ⁷ Verney and Dambmann (1900).
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It will be shown in this chapter that, in Beirut prior to 1888, locally funded
shareholders were attempting to develop projects, such as the enlargement of
the port or the construction of a rail-link between Beirut and Damascus, but
they failed due to the magnitude of the cost involved. At the same time, foreign
companies were far less willing to invest in Beirut before it was a provincial cap-
ital. Nevertheless, it is significant for both this study and an understanding of
capitalism in non-Western regions more generally that international construc-
tion projects were conceived first in the cities and towns of the ‘peripheral’
regions of the world-economy and not in the palatial environs of Paris, Brus-
sels, London, or even Istanbul. Not only ‘natural advantages’, but—
crucially—local agency also played an important role in the choice of invest-
ment sites.

A new dimension of inter-urban rivalry to attract large-scale finance capital
eventually favoured capital Beirut over other port-cities, in particular Haifa
and Tripoli. Beirut owed its success to two factors: the shift from a ‘merchant
republic’ to a port-city and provincial capital on the one hand, and to the acute
sense of political geography of its intermediary bourgeoisie and foreign resi-
dents and their intimate contacts in Istanbul on the other. The unfolding
‘financial capitalization’ operated within the political economy of the Ottoman
state.

Under these conditions, Beirut’s authorities and merchant elites averted a
wholesale surrender to international capital and instead, by and large, managed
to twist capitalist penetration to enhance their own vision for the city. The fear
that Beirut would turn into a mere stepping stone for international trade—or
of Beirut becoming a ‘colonial bridgehead’—united Ottoman governors, the
municipality, and merchants. The ultimate resort of resistance to the human
cost of the ‘financial capitalization’, however, was repeated industrial action.

Fig. 2. Beirut seen from the sea in 1859 (Excerpt)
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Concerted strikes by port and gas workers were declarations of ‘the right to the
city’—of reclaiming the city of Beirut from the control of international invest-
ment companies.⁸

‘The Bride Among the Ports of the East’

In the first half of the nineteenth century Beiruti merchants and notables had
frequently attempted improvements to the harbour walls and arcaded ware-
houses. These remained piecemeal repairs but appeared to maintain existing
trade volumes.⁹ The initial idea for a large-scale port enlargement project was
conceived by a French naval officer in the aftermath of the civil war and
designed by the French chief engineer of the Suez Canal, Stoeklin, in 1863.¹⁰
The capsizing of the Messageries Maritimes steamship Jourdain in anchorage
in February that year had impelled the local agent of this Marseilles-based com-
pany, Edmond de Perthuis, to act.¹¹The envisaged plan was not only to enlarge
the port ten-fold, but it was also the ambition of de Perthuis—the most 
powerful foreign resident in Beirut during the second half of the nineteenth
century—to create a direct link between his shipping company and his road
enterprise which had recently connected Beirut and Damascus.¹² This scheme
would effectively give him a monopoly over all modern transport and travel
facilities between the coast and Damascus. Although at the time the project
remained in the office drawers of the road company and the imperial govern-
ment in Istanbul, it was to be the basis of subsequent extension plans and the
subject of bitter disagreement with the municipality of Beirut.

Ten years after the provincial authorities in Damascus had dropped renewed
Beiruti initiatives for port enlargements,¹³ the issue was raised publicly again
under Midh.at Pasha’s forceful governorship between 1878 and 1880. Encour-
aged but alerted by the governor general’s development project of Tripoli’s port
which connected port and commercial centre of a rivalling town, Beirut’s
newspaper Lisān al-H. āl published a series of anxious articles reminding the
Ottoman government of its commitment to Beirut’s economic progress and
urban improvement.

Midh.at Pasha urges everybody to participate in urban reforms. He has experience from
travelling extensively in European cities and has inaugurated many new ports and
roads, as well as spacious parks that fill everybody’s hearts. Therefore the people of

⁸ Lefebvre (1968). ⁹ Seeden and Thorpe (1997–8: 221–54).
¹⁰ For the original map and options, see PRO, FO 78/1769, 2 Dec. 1863.
¹¹ See photograph of the wreckage, dated 22 Feb. 1863, and signed by de Perthuis, in Debbas (2001: 11).
¹² Tresse (1936: 248). ¹³ MAE, Paris, CCCTB 1868–1888, Beirut, 10 July 1868.
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Beirut embrace his concern for the construction of a new port. They are aware of the
honey inside this beehive. . . . Since the people of our julia felix know that it was a com-
mercial centre since ancient times, the construction of the new port will return com-
mercial activity to our city. What they invest will in a short period of time generate high
interests.¹⁴

And a couple of months later, reports on the poor condition of Beirut’s roads
and port compared to Tripoli’s development returned, prompting a research
committee to assess costs and location of a port project for Beirut.¹⁵ According
to one source from the governor general’s camp, when Midh. at Pasha finally
turned his attention to Beirut in December 1878, the economy reacted 
instantly and the value of real estate briefly sky-rocketed by 40 per cent.¹⁶ But
the financial obstacles remained insurmountable as the Beirutis were unwilling
to pay new consumption taxes to implement the project.¹⁷ Instead, the French
consul warned his Foreign Minister in Paris that the local inhabitants believed
the Ottoman treasury should spend its revenue on more pressing issues.¹⁸

Given such popular reluctance, merchants and municipal members formed
a lobby group whose members raised some 20,000 lira of private funds for the
port project. Lisān al-H. āl broke down the contribution of the ten members
and praised the individuals with characteristic panegyrics: ‘We have the right
to be proud of these businessmen. We can be reassured of their determination
and strength in the service of the homeland (wat.an).’¹⁹ Having thus identified
and advertised the heroic deeds of the investors, the editor of Lisān al-H. āl
specified their plan of action:

Now that the Porte has removed the obstacles many of the local notables and munici-
pal members decided to meet under the leadership of Ra�ūf Bey [the governor of the
subprovince of Beirut] to determine a place for the construction of the new port. They
picked a site on Rās al-Shāmiyya near Khān Ant.ūn Bey stretching to the building of the
Mudawwar [family]. The decision was taken that the costs were balanced in annual
instalments over four years by issuing at least 15,000 shares at 20 lira per share. It was
upon the municipality to contribute to the company by holding 2,500 of its shares. If

¹⁴ Lisān al-H. āl (7 Mar. 1879). ¹⁵ Lisān al-H. āl (3 May 1879). ¹⁶ Clician (1909: 180).
¹⁷ According to Lisān al-H. āl (7 Mar. 1879), ‘their value will amount to 10,000 lira, plus the average tax on

passing goods amounts to 15,000 lira, but it is hoped this income will increase shortly after the construction
of the port from the taxes raised then. [The municipality guarantees] to pay 6% of interest annually, through
consumption tax, and 1%, through amortization, of the originally invested capital.’

¹⁸ MAE, Nantes, CB 1882–1912, carton 313, Beirut, 8 June 1879.
¹⁹ Lisān al-H. āl (7 Mar. 1879). The municipal president, ‘Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey, [pledged] 2,000 lira,

Khawāja As�ad Malh.ama 500 lira, al-Sayyid Ayyās 2,000 lira, Khawāja Bustrus 3,000 lira, Sādāt Bayhum
2,000 lira, Khawāja Jirjı̄ Tuwaynı̄ 1,000 lira, Khawājāt Ra�ad and Hānı̄ 500 lira, Khawājāt Sursuq 3,000 lira,
Khawāja Nakhla Mudawwar 500 lira and Khawāja Yuh.anna Abkārius, 500 lira.’
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the population wants to participate, the director of the company is obliged to offer
options on one third of the shares. Those present at the meeting should not hold more
than 950 shares each, [in other words invest more than] 19,000 lira. . . . This we ask
from the buyers and sellers for sake of the success of the port. Then we can rightfully
say that the city of Beirut is the bride among the ports of the East and the beauty spot
in Syria.²⁰

The municipal officers met in May 1878 and completed a seven-point draft
position for negotiations with European financial capitalists. The committee
insisted on an Ottoman company whose ‘head office will not be outside Beirut
but inside it’. It was to be financed by municipal taxes on visitors to the city. In
return ‘the company has the right to levy taxes on everything that is imported
to the city on the condition that the municipality has knowledge of all
income’.²¹ The municipality would yield the territory of the prospective land-
fill to the company. However, when Midh.at Pasha resigned, the entire enter-
prise was shelved once more.²²

The idea of the port project received a new injection of optimism after 1883,
when de Perthuis’s lobbying tours to Paris and Istanbul achieved the financial
commitment of a number of large banking houses. In 1886 the Beirut port
company was founded in Paris with the financial backing of the Ottoman
Imperial Bank (BIO), the Comptoir d’Escompte, the Banque de Paris et des
Pays-Bas, and the Messageries Maritimes. Edmond de Perthuis was closer than
ever to attaining his cherished prize when, on 19 June 1887, the minister of pub-
lic works signed away the concession to the Baalbek-born and Beirut-based
Joseph Efendi Mut.rān (d. 1899).

The Ottoman government’s granting of the port concession to Joseph
Mut.rān ‘and his associates’²³ signalled Abdülhamid’s policy of favouring
Ottoman subjects in general, and loyal Arabs in particular, over foreigners.²⁴
This policy represented a potent counter-measure against the international
PDA’s growing fiscal control over the productive sector of the Ottoman
Empire. Sultan Abdülhamid also used concessions as a political tool to buy out
Young Turk opposition. Natural resources had become a political bargaining
chip for the sultan and a means to manufacture loyalty.

²⁰ Ibid. ²¹ Lisān al-H. āl (26 May 1879).
²² In 1880, the municipality asked the Porte for better conditions than were offered by the French port

company. Ismail and Chehab (1976: xiv. 143, 204–5).
²³ These were probably his in-laws, Najı̄b and Salı̄m Malh.ama. M. Dumast, ‘Le Port de Beyrouth’ (type-

written manuscript kept at the German Orient Institute in Beirut, n.d.), 6.
²⁴ Prior to his reign, the Ottoman government tended to give concessions directly to foreigners, e.g. the

concession for operating the supply of drinking water in Beirut in 1871. See MAE, Nantes, CB 1895–1914, car-
ton 348, Exposé dated Beirut, 13 Feb. 1913.
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Between 1887 and 1889, Joseph Mut.rān obtained two more imperial conces-
sions—one for a tramway in Damascus and one for a railway between Damas-
cus and Hawran.²⁵ For Beirut his concession proved an auspicious pointer and
Lisān al-H. āl expressed its gratitude to ‘our friend’ Mut.rān.²⁶ He was one of the
first of a series of Beiruti merchants who dominated the Ottoman concession-
aire business under Abdülhamid II. Mut.rān was part of a merchant elite who
moved between Beirut, Damascus, and Paris, and in Istanbul between the
palace, the Ministry of Public Works, and the international Public Debt
Administration. Once these individuals had bought the concession, they were
free to sell it to foreign bidders, and Mut.rān quickly sold his concession to de
Perthuis’s investment company for 600,000 French francs at some consider-
able margin of profit. Under these conditions, the concession business soon
developed into an ‘emerging market’ for Ottoman merchants with relatives in
powerful government positions.

The political economy of the concession business differed considerably
from previous forms of capitalism in the Ottoman empire, although both 
the Mediterranean merchant and the Ottoman concessionaire maintained
their roles as socio-economic intermediaries. Here it was not merchandise 
or raw material that was shifted, such as silk or cotton, but capital and know-
how. The concession business demanded greater liquidity, international bank-
ing credibility, and far better connections in Istanbul on the part of the local
buyer.

The port company’s finance capital was set at 5 million French francs (Ff )
and divided into 10,000 shares at 500Ff. When the shares were tendered, Lisān
al-H. āl urged Beirut’s inhabitants to seize the opportunity:

We appeal to the local people to move quickly to register their names before the chance
has passed because after the completion of the open registration, the group of share-
holders will raise the original value according to the importance of the operation and
its achievement. We seek to increase the importance of the [local] capitalists [ash. āb al-
māl] for these shareholders have a special feeling for Beirut [and can] avoid a majority
of shareholders whose interests are contrary to Beirut.²⁷

Again, the newspapers published the names and amounts invested by Beiruti
shareholders. Thus the readers learnt that the Sursuqs invested 25,000 lira
(c.625.000Ff) and the Ayyās 20,000 lira in port company shares. The port
company’s overwhelming financial power, both local and international, was

²⁵ Weber (1998: 292–343). ²⁶ MAE, Paris, NSTSL 1909, vol. 112, Beirut, 19 Feb. 1909.
²⁷ Lisān al-H. āl (2 July 1888).
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barely checked by the stipulation that the port company’s tax scale was account-
able directly to the Ministry of Commerce and Public Works in Istanbul.²⁸

Work on the harbour basin started in January 1890 (see Map 4). Under the
supervision of Henri Garreta, an experienced engineer of bridges and roads,
French building companies set about to dig out the basin and create a landfill
for the quays. The remains of the Crusader castle, the twin towers of the port,
and the old lighthouse were razed to the ground to level the surface.²⁹ An
employee of one of the French construction companies acknowledged the 
symbolism of the act of erasing these historic monuments. In a brief, pri-
vate moment the engineer admitted doubts about the destruction of three of
Beirut’s most distinctive landmarks: ‘It may appear a little savage to destroy the
ruins which gave Beirut’s entrance a picturesque aspect. For my part, I would
not have dared to take the initiative of such a proposition.’ But he instantly
found solace in the excuse that ‘at Beirut nobody attributes to them the least
importance, one considers them ugly, without character’.³⁰

²⁸ PRO, FO, 195/1843, Beirut, 28 March 1894.
²⁹ A year earlier the imperial lighthouse board decided to pull down the other lighthouse in Ras Beirut

and replace it with a higher one. Newly built houses had obstructed the view from the port to the lighthouse.
PRO, FO, 195/1648, Beirut, 28 May 1889.

³⁰ Quoted in Thobie (1977: 175. n. 235). Indeed, neither Thamarāt al-Funūn, nor Lisān al-H. āl appear to
have complained too much at the time.

Map. 4. Port enlargement plan
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The port company effectively held a monopoly over all commercial access 
to the sea within Beirut’s radius of five to seven kilometres. This led to 
frequent conflict with the British water company based as of 1896 on the 
northern border of the district of Beirut. It also criminalized the pursuit of 
the livelihood of local fishermen based in the Druze fishing harbour in �Ayn 
al-Mreisse and at the bay of St Andrew just east of the port. Prior to the 
privatization, these natural fishing bays had been alternative, small-scale 
outlets for local consumption.³¹ In fact, the status of de Perthuis’s company
turned the port into extra-territorial property over which the city authorities
had no say. The only aspects de Perthuis could not (yet) legally control were the
port workers and the customs officials. When the company started to operate
in June 1893, as I will demonstrate shortly, these were the first flash points of
discontent.

The Logic of Capitalist Expansion

Within decades of its invention in 1832, the railway spearheaded European
access to much of the globe and fundamentally restructured the perceptions of
distance and time.³²The construction of railways in non-European regions not
yet formally colonized was the subject of intense rivalries between financial
capitalists and national governments in Europe from the 1870s onwards.³³ In
Bilad al-Sham during the 1890s capitalist interests shifted from the coast to the
development of railways and carriage ways that aimed at making the wealth of
natural resources in the vast inland regions accessible to profitable trade (see
Map 2). Numerous engineers and Orientalists were dispatched from Europe to
explore and report on the topographical and geological qualities of the 
territories.³⁴

The restructuring effect of the railway on the regional economy was not
merely externally imposed by European colonialism on an unaware local 
population, but like in the ‘prehistory’ of the port enlargement of 1890–3, local
notables possessed an arsenal of strategies to push their self-interest. The
Beirutis, in particular, were able to play off the British against the French and
tip the scales of the evolving urban rivalry towards a railway endpoint in their

³¹ In 1899, Abdülhamid II issued an imperial decree, enforcing existing regulations, decreed that all fish-
ing boats, foreign or native, required a licence of 10 piastres to fish in ‘Ottoman waters’ (sic). PRO, FO,
195/2049, Beirut, 13 June 1899.

³² For a study on the Middle East railway network, see Khairallah (1991).
³³ See Hobsbawm (1995).
³⁴ See e.g. the study and the railway map drawn by the German Orientalist Martin Hartmann (1895:

56–64).
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own city. They understood very well the importance of the expanding 
regional network of transportation and used the provincial council to argue for
a connection between Beirut’s port and the hinterland by railroad.

In terms of the topographical conditions between Beirut and Damascus, a
railway between the two cities was by no means a natural choice. The lines
would have to pass over two mountain ranges and a 1,500-metre summit. Thus
it is not surprising that in a preliminary study on Syrian railway networks in
1887–8, Edouard Coze, the future technical director of the Beirut gas company,
did not even mention the possibility of a Beirut–Damascus line and instead
suggested other coastal cities like Tripoli as possible railheads.³⁵ Coze’s may also
have been a counter study to an earlier feasibility study by the Beiruti engineer
of the province of Syria, Bishāra Dı̄b who was advocating a railway network
that centred around Beirut. To this effect Dı̄b had passionately appealed to the
governor general, Ah.mad H. amdı̄, Pasha in Damascus:

We cannot wait until the foreign capitalists take over, we need to form subscription
committees in Beirut, Damascus and elsewhere to raise a good part of the necessary
sum of money. With your presence in Syria, Ra�ūf Pasha, the former governor of Beirut
as minister for public works and the integrity of the notables of Beirut it is possible!³⁶

Again, the local plan was not immediately adopted but served as the base for
future Beiruti lobbying. In early 1890, Coze relaunched his quest of a tête de la
ligne, or railhead, in Tripoli for the ‘Carriage Company operating from Tripoli
to Homs and Hama’.³⁷ It was supported by Tripoli’s governor and local nota-
bles who set up their own investment fund.³⁸

Another challenge to Beirut was the struggle for the Haifa–Damascus rail-
link in the 1880s, which was conceded to a group of Damascene and Beiruti
merchants and which had been driven by the British adventurer Lawrence
Oliphant.³⁹ This project was favoured by a more level topography.⁴⁰

³⁵ Undated report, ‘La Syrie, considérations générales sur l’étude des chemins de fer et sur leur développe-
ment, 1888’, quoted in Thobie (1977: 170).

³⁶ ‘Report of the Chief Engineer of the Province of Syria’, Beirut, 7 July 1884. Quoted by Thobie (1977:
165).

³⁷ Since 1883 it had existed as a shareholding company in which Sultan Abdülhamid himself held 250
shares. See Eldem (1998: 154).

³⁸ MAE, Paris, CPCTB 1890, vol. 35, Beirut, 26 May 1890. Because of this rivalry, according to the French
consul general, ‘la Lutte existe bien ici entre de Perthuis et Coze, directeur de gaz et promoteur de la ligne de
Tripoli’.

³⁹ In 1882, the sultan also granted a concession for a railway from Acre to the Jordan river to Muh.ammad
Sa�ı̄d Pasha of Damascus, the Commander of the Pilgrimage, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n H. amāda, Yūsuf Sursuq, Jirjı̄
Mūsa Sursuq, Michel Jirjı̄ Tuwaynı̄, and H. annā Khūrı̄. In 1884, the palace granted permission to construct
a railway bridge in the district of Acre. BBA, Istanbul, YHUS, 179/135, Beirut, 21 Oct. 1884. See also Ismail
and Chehab (1976: xiv. 450, Beirut, 29 Jan. 1883). ⁴⁰ MAE, Nantes, CEB 1883–85, Beirut, 5 Mar. 1884.
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Oliphant’s designs for the Haifa–Damascus rail-link rang alarm bells in de
Perthuis’s camp for he feared that a railhead in Haifa would preclude a railway
line to and from Beirut and ultimately jeopardize his plans for the enlarged
Beirut port. De Perthuis and a group of export merchants of Beirut intervened.
They realized that the project threatened to divert the export of wheat from the
Hawran from the port of Beirut to the port of Haifa.⁴¹ The provincial council
protested to the governor general of Beirut and the palace. With skilful 
manipulation, resourceful tactics, and inside knowledge of how to persuade
the sultan, they pointed out that the land through which the rival-railway was
to pass belonged to the sultan. The swift intervention of the council proved
successful.⁴² The construction of the British line, which started in 1892, was
halted in 1898 after only eight kilometres had been built.⁴³

A number of municipal members, provincial councillors, and merchants of
Beirut convened in the residence of Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n Bayhum in early February
1890 for a conference on the railway issue.⁴⁴ The host, an original municipal
member for the first seven years and the head of the Bayhum family, opened the
meeting by calling on the audience to support his struggle to make Beirut the
railhead of the first prospective railway in Bilad al-Sham. He reminded those
present that it was a pressing issue for the Beirutis to offer financial support to
Bishāra Dı̄b’s project.⁴⁵ The meeting decided to appoint a committee steered
by Muh.ammad Ayyās to conduct an inquiry into the financial implications of
a local investment fund. Lisān al-H. āl, whose editor, Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s, was himself
a member of the committee meeting, supported Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n Bayhum’s ini-
tiative but in his newspaper warned the public of the financial sacrifices it
entailed for the population:

⁴¹ FO, 195/1683, Beirut, 29 Oct. 1890.
⁴² BBA, Istanbul, YHUS, 267/115, Beirut, 15 Dec. 1892.
⁴³ Fawaz (1983: 70).
⁴⁴ Lisān al-H. āl (13 Feb. 1890). The Bayhums were the most in fluential family of notables in late Ottoman

Beirut. Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n was a cousin of the poet H. usayn Bayhum (1833–81) and Muh.ammad Mus.t.āfa, a mem-
ber of the municipal council and the chief merchant of the family. After H. usayn’s death, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n
emerged as the head of the family. His daughter married Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum, another family member
who sat on Beirut’s municipal council, and a leading reformist in the Young Turk period. Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n was
a member of the Syrian Scientific Society of 1867–9 before he was appointed mā�nicipal president briefly in
1877. He then became a member of Beirut’s subprovincial council (majlis al-liwā �) between 1879 and 1885
and sat on the provincial education council.

⁴⁵ Lisān al-H. āl lists the following individuals as present at the meeting: ‘Ibrāhı̄m Thābit, Hajj Ibrāhı̄m
Tayyāra, Eliās �Arab, Bishāra Arqāsh, Bishāra Dı̄b, our Jews [sic] the Bayhums, Jabbūr T.abı̄b, Jirjı̄ Tuwayni,
Jirjı̄ Mūsa Sursuq, Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s, Rizqallah Khadrā’, Rashı̄d al-Mut.rān, �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄,
Muh.ammad Ayyās and son, Muh.ammad Badrān, Muh.ammad Shakhı̄bı̄, Muh.ammad Dā�ūq, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n
H. amāda, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n al-Qād. ı̄, Mis.bāh. Ghandūr, Najı̄b Mudawwar, Nakhla Far�ūn, Yūsuf Bı̄jı̄. Others
were invited, but they excused themselves for health reasons.’
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We will soon see success or failure of preserving our central position (markazuna) and
wealth. . . . Remember, the distance between Beirut and Damascus is 180km and the
distance from Hawran to Damascus is 70km. The construction of one kilometre costs
roughly 4,000 lira, so what is needed are 1,000,000 lira. Having said this, the backdrop
is that Beirut and the committee members can only raise a maximum of 150,000 lira.
This is completely insufficient, because we would have to pay [this amount] for at least
six years. It is well-known that Beirut pays 15,000 lira annually in virgu taxes. Even if
the property owners were to pay double that amount it would take over fifty years.⁴⁶

It became clear to the committee that the financial resources for such a vast
infrastructural project were not available in Beirut. The municipal and provin-
cial budgets were fully spent. Nevertheless, under the direction of H. asan Bay-
hum, whose position on the provincial council and whose thriving grain trade
in Hawran would have made him a leading lobbyist, the Bayhums constituted
the ‘Société anonyme ottomane de la voie ferrée de Beyrouth à Damas’ and
applied for an imperial concession in Istanbul which the sultan granted to
H. asan Bayhum for ninety-nine years on 3 June 1891.

The Beirut–Damascus and the Damascus–Hawran railway plans were thus
in the hands of two Beiruti concessionaires, Mut.rān and Bayhum. In 1892, Bay-
hum sold his company to de Perthuis who merged the Beirut–Damascus Road
Company with the ‘Société de la voie ferrée de Beyrouth-Damas’. A year later
the two concession companies of Joseph Mut.rān and H. asan Bayhum were
merged into the renamed ‘Société anonyme ottomane des chemins de fer de
Beyrouth–Damas–Hawran et Birecik sur l’Euphrate’.⁴⁷

As a consequence of these developments, de Perthuis finally held the reins of
what had been four separate road and railway concessions, while the Beirutis
had irrevocably established their city as the dominant political and economic
centre of Bilad al-Sham. In the short term, the railway company had to run the
enterprise at a considerable loss, even jeopardizing the profitable road com-
pany.⁴⁸ Ultimately, however, the turn of events only revealed that Beirut’s mer-
chants wielded enough powers of persuasion to ensure the creation of an
uneconomic enterprise for the underlying purpose of depriving rivals from
capturing the trade of the hinterland.⁴⁹

⁴⁶ Ibid. Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s was born on 22 Jan. 1842 in the Christian village of �Abay in Mount Lebanon. After
his father died, he moved to Beirut with his three sisters in 1850 where he received his primary education at
the American seminary under the aegis of Anglican missionary William Thomson and Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄. For
more biographical details on Khalı̄l Khurı̄ and other Beirutis in this chapter see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis,
2001: Annex).

⁴⁷ BBA, Istanbul, YHUS, 269/7, Beirut, 21 Jan. 1893. ⁴⁸ Thobie (1977: 164).
⁴⁹ Özveren (Ph.D. thesis, 1990: 179).
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Like de Perthuis’s port company, the railway company was forced to borrow
heavily from the BIO. Thanks to financial injections, construction work
crossed over mountain tops, numerous bridges, two viaducts, and through
300-metre tunnels, going ahead at a considerable pace. On 8 August 1895,
attempting to coincide with the sultan’s anniversary, the inauguration of the
connection between Baramke in Damascus and Qarantina in Beirut was staged
as grand, citywide celebrations in both cities. At ten miles per hour, the trains
took nine to ten hours to cross Mount Lebanon, four to five hours less than the
carriageway.⁵⁰ It was presented in the press as a great success for industry and
modernity. In the years to come, other inland cities were connected to this rail-
way line: Hama, Rayak, Baghdad, and, after 1902, a direct Istanbul–Hijaz con-
nection converged with the Beirut–Damascus line at Baramke station,
Damascus.

The capitalist logic of railway expansion, which purported to serve the
rational requirements of transport and communication between various parts
of the region, was also a strategy that served the dominant economic interest 
of European companies and local merchants. In the next section, I turn to 
the effects of infrastructural integration inside the city of Beirut; that is, the 
capitalist development of certain parts of town and the underdevelopment of
others. To apply Lefebvre to Beirut once more,

‘[c]ontradictions [of capitalism] are no longer situated between town and country. The
principal contradiction occurs and situates itself inside the urban phenomenon
between the centre of [political] power and other forms of centrality, between the cen-
tres of wealth and the [inner-city] peripheries, between integration and segregation.’⁵¹

City of Lights

The number of foreign residents in Beirut grew considerably during the 1890s.
The population of the French ‘colony’ alone rose from 600 to 1,400 between
1891 and 1897.⁵² The main thrust of French intervention in Beirut and Mount
Lebanon had been cultural in general and religious in particular. The educa-
tional policies of Catholic Jesuit circles, which addressed particularly the
Maronite community, had long constituted a most reliable avenue of French

⁵⁰ This rendered travel between Damascus and Beirut faster than travel between Beirut and the more
accessible neighbouring coastal towns of Haifa or Tripoli.

⁵¹ Lefebvre (2003: 225).
⁵² Ismail and Chehab (1976: xvi. 430), and MAE, Paris, CCCTB, vol. 12, Beirut, 13 Aug. 1897.
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colonial designs.⁵³ In Beirut, this policy culminated in the founding of the
Université de St Joseph in 1875 and the Faculté de Médicine in 1883. If this
approach was never entirely abandoned, the dominant role of the Jesuits was
superseded by a policy of supporting French economic investments in the
entire region of Bilad al-Sham, relegating somewhat the primacy of the Chris-
tian Mount Lebanon in the French foreign ministry.⁵⁴ French, let alone foreign
companies more generally, constituted a far from homogeneous and unified
interest group. In fact, foreigners struggled among themselves and often were
bitter personal enemies. Eugène Melchior Vicomte de Voguë, himself a 
leading advocate of French colonialism and connaisseur of Syria, once summed
up this conflict as polarized between ‘those of Notre Dame (Christian 
loyal, and backward looking), and those of the Eiffel Tower (Republican, anti-
clerical, and idealist, who wilfully ignored the past)’.⁵⁵ Edouard Coze came
close to the Eiffel Tower archetype. This newly arrived, resourceful, and pro-
gressive engineer was the bitter enemy of Count de Perthuis whose increasing
possessiveness of Beirut as his ‘fiefdom’ and whose Orléanist tendencies and
arrogant expatriate conservatism offended the sensibilities of French mod-
ernists like Coze.⁵⁶

Unusually, the concession to build a network of gas lighting in Beirut had
been given to a foreigner back in December 1885. In January 1887, ‘la Société
anonyme ottomane du gaz de Beyrouth’ was created and consisted of a seven-
member board, three of whom were also European BIO executives. Emile
Coze represented ‘la Société de gaz du Nord et de l’Est de la France’ in Beirut,
while in the early years the only Ottoman member of the board was the mer-
chant and municipal member Mūsā de Frayj. The company quickly set about
building a gas factory near the quarantine, a depot east of the main square,
Sahat al-Burj, and some twenty miles of underground pipelines. By 1889 some
600 gas lamps were installed along the main streets and throughways of the
city.

As with the port and railway companies, early optimism quickly faded with
the realization that the income could not cover the expenses, let alone generate
profit. A fortnight after promoting the gas company in a spectacular light show
at a party in his home in Zuqaq al-Blat, Mūsā de Frayj and Emile Coze met to
discuss ways to improve the company’s services and the payment of municipal
arrears to the company with the leading municipal member, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n

⁵³ Spagnolo (1973: 563–84). ⁵⁴ Shorrock (1975). ⁵⁵ Rabinow (1989: 116).
⁵⁶ Ismail and Chehab (1976: xvi. 18, 26 May 1890). Coze was the author of La Syrie et le Liban (Lyons,

1922) and board member of a British–Egyptian trading company.
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H. amāda.⁵⁷ In subsequent years, the gas company was unable to maintain even
these standards. At a public hearing, the municipality complained that the
light the gas company produced was too weak to light up the street and that at
least 300 more lamp-posts were needed.⁵⁸ Over the next few years the com-
pany did install another 1,000 lamps across the city, but tensions between the
foreign investors and the municipality continued throughout the Ottoman
period. As with the previous investment companies in Beirut, the gas com-
pany saw no other way out of the crisis than to borrow money from the BIO.
Between 1895 and 1903, the Beirut gas company was effectively run from the
BIO head offices in Istanbul.⁵⁹ Thus, in the 1890s, the BIO assumed financial
control over all French infrastructural investment projects.

The gas company witnessed a significant change from the familiar pattern 
of BIO absorption when in 1903 Ibrāhı̄m S.abbāgh took over the company in 
a veritable financial coup.⁶⁰ A Beiruti banker and shareholder in both the 
BIO-controlled gas and the railway companies, S.abbāgh was also the president
of the Ottoman Chamber of Commerce in Paris and executive member of a
host of international banks.⁶¹ With the help of political allies in Istanbul, he
took the BIO to court. He demanded a two million francs reimbursement for
his stakes in the railway company on the pretext that the agreement was signed
in Paris and not, as stipulated, in the Ottoman capital. The case was settled in
S.abbāgh’s favour and he received the BIO’s entire stock of gas company
shares.⁶²

Just before his death in 1909, he and his brother Eliās took over the British-
owned ‘Beirut Waterworks’ which had supplied the city with water from the
nearby Nahr al-Kalb since it bought the concession from the French entrepre-
neur Thévenin in 1871.⁶³ Although the extent of their influence was exception-
al, S.abbāgh and his family members on the board of directors formed part of a
growing group of Beiruti merchants who moved beyond the geographic
boundaries of Eastern Mediterranean trade, and whose radius of activities can

⁵⁷ Lisān al-H. āl (16 Dec. 1889). Mūsā Frayj was made marquis by the Vatican in the 1870s, either because
of his trade connections to Austrian Trieste or for his generous support for Beirut’s Cappucin church in
Beirut. Mūsā’s father Yuh.annā had come to Beirut in 1860 via Palestine and Damascus.

⁵⁸ Thamarāt al-Funūn (1 Jan. 1894).
⁵⁹ MAE, Nantes, CB 1863–1914, carton 330, Beirut, 8 Sept. 1907. It obtained an extension of thirty-five

years for the operation of the Beirut gas works.
⁶⁰ The Sabbaghs were Greek Orthodox, originally from Homs, later Marj �Ayun. In the 18th century, the

S.abbāgh family moved from Acre (where one Ibrāhı̄m S.abbāgh was Z. āhir al-�Umar’s doctor), then to
Shuwayr, and later Beirut.

⁶¹ Thobie (1991: 407–40, esp. fig. 18.5). Ibrāhı̄m S.abbāgh made his fortunes in Beirut’s silk and linen trade
in the 1880s. Based on their shares in the gas company, Ibrāhı̄m and Eliās founded the banking house
S.abbāgh and Co. in Paris in 1903. ⁶² Thobie (1993: 144). ⁶³ al-Wālı̄ (1993: 204).



Urbanization and Resistance 99

no longer be grasped in the familiar parameters of local merchants or urban
notables. The S.abbāghs, like the Malh.ama family below were international
power brokers.

Vehicles for the Mobilization of Urban Space

On 28 September 1905 the French journal Stamboul published an advertise-
ment for a newly founded company, the ‘Société Anonyme Ottomane des
Tramways et de l’Electricité de Beyrouth’. It tendered 20,000 shares at 100

francs each. The list of executive board members introduced the Malhama
family to the international world of finance.⁶⁴ Najı̄b Pasha Malh.ama was
named as the president, and his brothers, Philippe Efendi and H. abı̄b Efendi,
as well as Najı̄b’s father-in-law Salı̄m Ra�ad—the original concession holder—
shared the board with old hands who were already executive members in vari-
ous companies.⁶⁵

The foundation of this new infrastructural investment company presents a
new variation on the theme of a systematic European investment in the urban
fabric of Beirut. As ministers of state and palace favourites, Salı̄m and Najı̄b
Malh.ama had managed to place family members and loyal allies inside the gov-
ernment. The main legislative body of the Ottoman state, the Council of State,
functioned as the arbitrator of provincial development projects. Investment
projects from international companies depended on its approval. Councillors
of state thus became the investors’ best friends.

The novelty of the tramway project was that Salı̄m Ra�ad passed his conces-
sion on to an in-law who founded and presided over the company himself
before merging with the existing Beirut gas company. This business strategy
secured considerably more profit than Joseph Mut.rān’s sale of the railway con-
cession a decade earlier. The Beiruti concession holders had become interna-
tional players in the quest for the ‘financial capitalization’ of their city.

The origins of the idea were probably in the successful operation of the
tramway of Tripoli initiated by Midh.at Pasha in 1878. In Beirut action was only
taken after the creation of the province of Beirut. In 1891, the provincial engi-
neer Bishāra Dı̄b asked the governor general, Ismail Kemal Bey, to grant a
‘tramway concession for the best suited throughways in the quarters of
Beirut’.⁶⁶ Despite the governor general’s approval, the plans evaporated 
somewhere between Istanbul and Beirut. Some fifteen years later an imperial

⁶⁴ Ch. 4 of Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001) traces this Maronite family’s rise from 17th-cent. warlords to
Hamidian ministers. ⁶⁵ MAE, Nantes, CB 1863–1914, carton 330, ‘Stamboul’ article enclosed.

⁶⁶ Thamarāt al-Funūn (5 Dec. 1891); quoted in al-Wālı̄ (1993: 186).
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concession was granted to Salı̄m Efendi Ra�ad, a councillor of state at the 
Sublime Porte, Aleppine of origin but member of a wealthy Beiruti merchant
family with considerable property in Beirut.

Ra�ad immediately took two foreign engineers to inspect the site and con-
duct a feasibility study on Beirut. They noted the difficult and uneven terrain,
but figured that modern technology could overcome these problems. The
existing, prosperous business of horse-drawn cabs convinced them that there
was a market for connecting the burgeoning outer-city quarters to the port and
city centre. Although construction costs were estimated to be in excess of
twelve million francs, the project had every prospect of profit. The only prob-
lem they figured was the source of energy—whether to use water generation
from the distant Nahr al-Kalb whose exploitation belonged to a British com-
pany, or coal, petrol, or gas driven engines.⁶⁷

The Malh.amas preferred a third option. They decided to expand their busi-
ness to electric lighting for Beirut, an aggressive move against S.abbāgh’s exist-
ing company that was probably a calculated confrontation to up the price for
an eventual take-over. Predictably, their proposition to tie up the tramway with
an electric lighting venture was contested by the existing gas company when
the S.abbāghs launched a legal offensive claiming contravention of the stipula-
tions of their concession and ultimately bought up the Malh.ama’s company at
one million French francs in March 1907.⁶⁸

In return for a ninety-nine-year concession which was granted halfway
through the construction in 1908, the Ottoman minister of public works
obliged the tramway company to pay the municipality some 6,000 napoleons
(c.6,000 lira) for the necessary property expropriations and loans for street
widening.⁶⁹ After an enthusiastic start, the works slowed down due to growing
‘prevarication’—as the French consul called it—by the municipal members
and the Beiruti newspapers ‘that have captured public opinion’.⁷⁰

In fact, the population as a whole was discontented. The expropriation loans
turned out to be far from sufficient for the municipality to finance the repara-
tions for those inhabitants affected by the ensuing house demolitions. It
became necessary for the provincial council to intercede and write a memoran-
dum to the Ministry of Public Works that pointed out the misfortunes that had
befallen the city of Beirut at the hands of ill-conducted engineering work. Ever
the voice of the city, Lisān al-H. āl covered the conflict in its local news section

⁶⁷ PRO, FO, 195/2217, Beirut, 11 Sept. 1905.
⁶⁸ Ibid. ‘Quarterly Report’, Beirut, 10 Aug. 1906. MAE, Nantes, CB 1863–1914, carton 330, Beirut, 8 Sept.

1907. ⁶⁹ MAE, Paris, NSSTSL 1902–1907, vol. 46, Beirut, 19 Sept. 1907.
⁷⁰ MAE, Nantes, CB 1863–1914, carton 330, Beirut, 18 Nov. 1908.
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and argued that the root problem lay with the formulation of the concession
itself:

The provincial authorities have designated a commission of notables to examine the
negative effect of the tramway lines on the inhabitants and passers-by. A petition signed
by 7,000 people of the town demanded that the provincial authorities deal with the
dangers which may result in the installation of this form of traffic, especially on double
tracked streets and the narrow streets where walking is seriously impaired and a source
of unforeseen dangers. . . .

We have been wondering when the trenches and the banking on both sides of the
tramway will be completed and whether the carriages will start running this season. We
are worried that the stipulations of the company are too vague and that the inconsid-
erate conduct of the company regarding street enlargement and paving on both sides
of the tracks remains unaddressed.⁷¹

The tramway, whose construction had been inaugurated amidst great pomp
in honour of Abdülhamid’s birthday on 1 September 1907, was opened to the
public only fifteen months later. The initial problems had been laid to rest and
many streets had been aligned, paved, and widened alongside the rails. Five
lines were opened. One connected the pine forest, through the quarters 
of Bashura, Ras al-Naba� past the military hospital and Khan Fakhrı̄ Bey.
Another ran from the lighthouse in Ras Beirut to the port. A third offered a fast
way around the old city centre by running along the traces of the old city walls
towards distant Furn al-Shubbak. The fourth line ran from behind the Petit
Serail through the old town to the former Bab Idriss and linked up there to the
third line. The fifth line passed from Sahat al-Burj through the wealthy 
Christian quarters of Mudawwar and Rumayl to Beirut River in the east⁷²
(see Map 5).

The tramway had far-reaching consequences for those outlying quarters and
quasi-rural hamlets that it connected to the city centre. At the same time, that
city centre was quickly turning into ‘the old part of the town, which was a
labyrinth of dark narrow alleys inhabited by poor Muslims’ encircled by mod-
ern transport.⁷³ The tramway galvanized urban development along its tracks
analogous to the way the port and the railway tied international and regional
trade to the city.⁷⁴ When Coze’s long-planned Tramway Libanais between
Beirut and Sidon began to operate its regional network in the 1910s, the link it
created between the villages of Sin al-Fil,⁷⁵ Furn al-Shubak, and Shiyyah on the

⁷¹ MAE, Nantes, CB, 9 July 1907, enclosure: translation of undated Lisān al-H. āl article.
⁷² PRO, FO, 195/2245, Beirut, 19 Sept. 1907. ⁷³ PRO, FO, 195/1761, Beirut, 2 Aug. 1892.
⁷⁴ Ilbert (1996) observed similar effects of the tramway for Alexandria.
⁷⁵ BBA, Istanbul, CL, 7/292, Beirut, 12 May 1915.
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one hand and Sahat al-Sur on edge of the city centre on the other, played a 
catalyst role in the development of these settlements.

The tramway and the extramural construction boom also attracted land
speculators from abroad. News of the construction of the tramway lines
reached Cairo and in 1906 a British development company sent Wilcocks, one
of the chief engineers of the first Aswan dam, to study the terrain. He identified
‘an area of vast sand dunes called al-Jinah’ as the most profitable investment site
on account of its location on the border separating the territory of Mount
Lebanon and the province of Beirut. Legally in the mountain district of Matn-
Sahil, some of the plots of the area belonged to ‘rich personages’ of Beirut.
Wilcocks speculated that Beirut’s vast expansion would push up land prices in
this area where land was still cheap in the foreseeable future. His proposal for
apartment blocks for Beirutis who would take advantage of the connecting
tramway and the security of the area compared to the bustling city was taken
up by the Cairo-based, Anglo-Belgian Entreprise and Development Co. But
attempts at land purchases appear to have been thwarted by the ruling of 
an Ottoman court that mı̄rı̄ land (state-owned property) represented part of

Map. 5. Baedecker Map of Beirut, including the five tramway lines, 1912.
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‘local heritage that could not be sold en bloque to isolated investment 
companies’.⁷⁶

On the edge of the ‘old city’, Sahat al-Sur and Sahat al-Burj became the main
two traffic centres.⁷⁷ For a two-hour journey from Beirut River, the city’s east-
ern border with Mount Lebanon, to the lighthouse in Ras Beirut the passen-
gers would have to change lines on Sahat al-Sur. Inner-city distances were
covered more quickly and demanded less effort. At least in theory, the intro-
duction of scheduled transport services regulated the organization of time in
Beirut more rigidly. In practice, however, the system of timetables and stops
was undermined by passengers who stopped the carriages between stops and
forced them to wait for them to embark and disembark. The new dimensions
of geographical mobility of Beirut’s population caused considerable strains on
public security in Beirut. For some older Beirutis the tramway even gained the
epithet Satan’s wheels, ‘Dūlāb al-Shaytān’.⁷⁸

However, superstition was much less the root cause of anxiety than accidents
and tangible unrest along the tramway tracks.⁷⁹There were incidents of hijack-
ing carriages and boycotts by passengers in the Mudawwar quarter and else-
where.⁸⁰ Occasionally, tramway passengers molested the passing pedestrians,
or a passing of the one or two-carriage tramway—strictly gender-separated—
was attacked by agitated coffeehouse guests along the lines.⁸¹ The tramway
became a constant source of conflict over access to modern amenities. The
French consul cabled an exasperated report to Paris in 1910 complaining that
‘for some time now, disputes and riots occur on the electric tramway in Beirut.
. . . I myself have seen a passenger who was thrown out of the carriage for refus-
ing to pay for his seat run after the tramway firing revolver shots.’⁸² Such inci-
dences challenged the technological achievement of the age as much as urban
security in general. They generated heavy criticism against the local police force
and, indeed, led to a doubling of numbers of policemen to fifty officers.⁸³ The
very bourgeois order the tramway had heralded appeared constantly under
threat from malicious acts of deviance and contributed to the general sense of
unease amongst the well-to-do of Beirut.

⁷⁶ MAE, Nantes, CEB 1894–1911, Beirut, 7 Jan. 1907. Little information on the link between infrastruc-
tural development and land speculation exists in Beirut. On the Jinah project, see PRO, FO, 195/2217,
‘Quarterly Report’, 10 Aug. 1906.

⁷⁷ For a comparison of both squares, see Ch. 9. ⁷⁸ al-Wālı̄ (1993: 187).
⁷⁹ Writing from Egypt, Dr Shiblı̄ Shumayyil (1850–1915), leading Darwinist in the 1880s, socialist in the

1890s and decentralist activist in the 1900s, called the tramway an ‘Angel of Death’ in al-Muqat.t.am (17 Mar.
1898). See Shumayyil (1991: 28).

⁸⁰ MAE, Nantes, CB 1905–1914, carton 253, undated enclosure, ‘Rapport adressé à la direction par le 
service de l’exploitation des Tramway Libanais’ (1909).

⁸¹ al-Wālı̄ (1993: 187). ⁸² MAE, Paris, NSTSL 1910, vol. 113, Beirut, 25 Apr. 1910. ⁸³ Ibid.
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The tramway was an arena as well as an instrument of mobilizing labour and
of public protest. Soon the tramway became such a popular means of trans-
portation in Beirut that the guild of coachers who until then had conducted 
the mainstay of public transportation in Beirut began to mobilize resistance
against their new rivals.⁸⁴ Likewise, a decision by the company to raise the fare
was received by an organized passenger boycott. Those Beirutis who chose to
ignore the boycott were jeered by the crowd.⁸⁵ Such popular unrest and civil
disobedience also signified resistance against a sense of intrusion into the peo-
ple’s organization of private life by external agencies. Families who happened to
live on the tramway line suddenly found themselves exposed to journeying
crowds. As a passive form of protest against the imposition of an external
rhythm by the tramway, they moved out of their houses towards infrastruc-
turally more remote areas of the city.⁸⁶ Often businesses and shops attracted by
the exposure and easy access moved in.

The everyday life in Beirut was beginning to be shaped by its modern infra-
structural investments. Until 1888, the municipality of Beirut and Ottoman
authorities had struggled to optimize the port facilities for the city centre. With
capitalist urbanization, however, commerce, transport, and communication
were conducted around and even against the original centre. The centre con-
tinued to exist as a place of small-scale commerce and dwelling, but that place
was perceived of more as an obstacle to, rather than an object of, urban
improvement. Wealthy merchants moved their offices to the edge of the city
centre where new, aligned bazaars were being built. At the same time they
moved their residences to the new, spacious quarters overlooking the city 
centre and the Beirut bay.

Spaces of Resistance

Space is fundamental in any exercise of power.⁸⁷

Capitalist intervention in Beirut’s urban fabric was powerful but not tri-
umphant. The weak financial structure of international investment companies
may account for their harsh bargaining course against the municipality and the
severe working conditions imposed on its labour force. Certainly, the highly
speculative nature of the public works projects that developed after the ‘politi-
cal capitalization’ of Beirut left both the municipality and the companies 

⁸⁴ al-Wālı̄ (1993: 188). ⁸⁵ Ibid. ⁸⁶ Ibid. 187. ⁸⁷ Foucault (1980).
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virtually paralysed. In this section I argue that the urbanization of Beirut after
1888 also created its own forms of opposition.

On the Waterfront: ‘You are not in France here, you are in Turkey’

On the morning of 18 June 1893, Captain Phalix and his crew were in for a
shock when they steered their richly laden Messagiers Maritimes vessel, the
Yang Tse, into Beirut harbour. The new port was still not fully operational, but
the Yang Tse was poised to enter the annals of the port company as the first ship
to enjoy the services of the new customs office and the new haulage services of
MM Estier et Frères, a Marseilles-based subcontractor that de Perthuis had
employed to improve the efficiency standards of his company. The company
director seemed to have anticipated trouble but the chief of police rebuffed his
request for an escort.⁸⁸

When a boat of Estier et Frères set out to unload the merchandise of the ship
several hundreds of the local port workers took it as a signal for a timed attack
on the French-held offices at the customs and the approaching ship. The furi-
ous protestors destroyed the furniture of the offices and threw the boat’s mer-
chandise overboard. Captain Phalix made for the port where the police finally
intervened but could do little to quell the anger of the port workers. Instead 
the hapless captain was arrested and brought to the Serail prison where he
remained on charges of threatening the port workers with his pistol.⁸⁹

Captain Phalix had become the unwitting victim of a simmering conflict
between the local authorities and the director of the port company that had
started three years earlier and grown intense in the run-up to the opening of the
new port facilities. De Perthuis had incurred the wrath of a humiliated 
municipality when his newly privatized customs regime closed a small pier for
regional and local boats, which effectively deprived the municipal budget 
of revenues accrued from minor quantities of merchandise.⁹⁰ In another act of
managerial streamlining, in May 1893 the efficient and generally liked head of
Beirut customs, Wafı̄q Bey, a son-in-law of the late Midh.at Pasha, was sacked
and replaced by a less experienced Ottoman official. His surprising dismissal
generated speculations that de Perthuis’s middlemen in the capital had dis-
credited him because of his criticism of the port company’s French ownership,
the increased tariffs, and the port workers’ pay.⁹¹

⁸⁸ MAE, Paris, CPCTB 1892–3, vol. 37, Beirut, 8 July 1893. ⁸⁹ Ibid.
⁹⁰ PRO, FO, 195/1683, Beirut, 24 May 1890.
⁹¹ PRO, FO, 195/1801, Beirut, 18 May 1893. In 1907 the salary was ³/4 mecidiye (3 fr 20c) per day.
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More important still, the port company had also replaced local labour with
that of other coastal towns in the Levant.⁹² These new migrant workers were
probably more economically desperate than professionally qualified and had
no choice but to subject to the mechanized rules of conduct the company
imposed on them. The Règlement du Port et des Quays de Beyrouth sought to
overcome lack of experience and qualification in the new workforce by strictly
regimented working order.⁹³ Unable and unqualified to exercise any other
work, the sacked local port workers who—unlike the imported labour—were
organized in two guilds—the lighters and the porters—turned to the governor
general for help.⁹⁴ Khālid Bey, the governor general, rendered his full support
to the cause of the lighters and the porters.⁹⁵ Khālid Bey justified his con-
frontation with de Perthuis by insisting that the Council of State’s ruling of
opening tender to workers applied only to local and not to imported labour. He
insisted that the port company should not compete with the existing port
workers’ guilds. In mid-June, he urged de Perthuis to re-employ in his com-
pany all those porters who had worked under the previous customs regime. It
was de Perthuis’s categorical refusal that caused the port workers to attack the
unsuspecting crew members of the Yang Tse.

Supported by the governor general who demanded that the customs office
allow all unemployed porters to enter its premises, an angry crowd occupied
the port buildings shouting at the company: ‘You are not in France here, you
are in Turkey. You are not the masters.’⁹⁶ Commerce in the port of Beirut came
to a halt. De Perthuis complained vehemently to the governor general against
what he considered ‘acts of piracy’ and against Khālid Bey’s irresponsible toler-
ance of it. But the governor general’s protection of the port workers earned him
the backing of the sultan who had been visited by the port workers’ representa-
tive Fad. lallah Bey Sayyūr, a Greek Orthodox merchant and agent of the 
Khedival Lines. The sultan was persuaded and decreed that the company
should re-employ port workers.⁹⁷

Beiruti resistance against the port company drew wider circles. Soon, the
port company’s new tariffs on anchorage and mooring, although ratified by the
Council of State in Istanbul, incensed local and foreign merchants alike. These
merchants forged an unlikely alliance of purpose between them and the 

⁹² PRO, FO, 195/2245, Beirut, 11 July 1893.
⁹³ MAE, Nantes, CB 1882–1912, carton 313, undated enclosure.
⁹⁴ Scattered British consular reports speak of a total of 400, mainly Muslim porters (possibly former

Druze fishermen from nearby �Ain Mreisse), but also mention Maronites working in the port.
⁹⁵ MAE, Paris, CPCTB 1892–3, vol. 37, Beirut, 8 July 1893. ⁹⁶ Ibid.
⁹⁷ MAE, Paris, CCCTB 1888–94, vol. 10, Beirut, 5 July 1893.
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strikers who—according to the usually snobbish language of the British consul
general—‘belong to the lower classes, blacksmiths, boatmen, porters, smug-
glers, port loafers, not to mention the scum and riffraff which are always to be
found in seaports of the Levant’.⁹⁸ When the port company started collecting
higher taxes a year later, the Beirut merchants took part of their goods—sugar,
rice, and coffee—to Tripoli and Haifa.⁹⁹ This de facto boycott of the port put
de Perthuis in conflict with his subcontractors, Estier et Frères. De Perthuis had
lured them to Beirut promising them the lucrative business of a monopoly on
loading and unloading. The opposition from the local authorities, the mer-
chants, and the guilds forced the company to leave Beirut after only a few 
lacklustre months.¹⁰⁰

The port workers won an important victory. But the British consul already
anticipated in 1894 that, once Beirut became the railhead, the merchants would
be forced to take their business back to Beirut. And, indeed, when the
Beirut–Damascus railway opened its services, the embattled port company
found the long awaited relief. De Perthuis may have been made to retire from
active office by his financiers, and the railway company was to run long years of
losses but the port/railway combination saved the day for both works in the
long term. At the same time, the leverage and margin of local protest against
the effects of the infrastructural projects lay precisely in the immovability—or,
in Harvey’s terminology, ‘the spatial fix’—of these capitalist projects.¹⁰¹ In con-
trast to trade based on free exchange of commodities, which was characteristi-
cally a much more ‘promiscuous’ business, the physical fixity of a port or a
railway tied financial capital hook or crook to the city in which it was invested.
As long as the Ottoman state was unwilling to surrender to the demands of
finance capital, this would give some protection to the rights and job security
of the workers.

Labour protests grew louder and more violent again after Abdülhamid II
was ousted in 1908–9. Despite the different circumstances, the demands of the
workers were very similar to the ones of the 1890s. In 1908, industrial action in
Beirut had the support of a number of local journalists, some of whom had
probably joined the recent formation of a socialist movement.¹⁰² The workers
used the medium of the newspaper to advance their aims. While the press in
Beirut had been largely silent on the strike action in the 1890s, in the direct

⁹⁸ PRO, FO, 195/2140, Beirut, 7 Sept. 1903.
⁹⁹ MAE, Paris, CCCTB 1895–1911, vol. 11, Beirut, 8 Jan. 1895.
¹⁰⁰ MAE, Paris, CPCTB 1892–3, vol. 37, Beirut, 8 July 1893. ¹⁰¹ Harvey (1999).
¹⁰² According to Samneh (1920: 57), ‘a socialist demonstration took place on a Lebanese beach [south of

Beirut] on May 7, 1907 [that included] ardent speakers . . . the likes of Daoud Bey Naqqash, Sulayman al-
Boustani and Zehrawi Efendi’. See also H. anna (1983).



108 Capitalizations

aftermath of the April revolution in Istanbul, journalists came out in strong
support for the workers’ cause.

In a public address to the governor general, the port workers appealed to
Ottoman law to prevent their ‘eradication’. They published their complaints in
Arabic and in French in al-Ayyām:

We, the undersigned, Ottoman boatmen of Beirut have the honour to expose the 
following:

The company of quays and warehouses of Beirut whose resources and powers are
ever increasing is in a position to transform the slightest desire into reality. We unfor-
tunate workers who earn just enough not to let our large families die of starvation are
unable to defend ourselves. . . . A good number of us were arrested and thrown into
prison and others had their boats confiscated and thrown out of the port to the open
sea where they are exposed to great dangers. But all this is not enough. They have mobi-
lized gangs who threaten to shoot at anyone who tries to salvage their belongings on the
port premises. Such acts of aggression are not approved by our laws and all principles
of government condemn them. It is directed purely at eradicating us. . . .

As a consequence, we declare that if we do not obtain guarantees for our people and
our rights and if the arbitrariness of the company is not put to a stop, we find ourselves
obliged to defend ourselves to ensure the subsistence of our families who consist of over
20,000 people and to take all measures the law offers us to address higher places [in
Istanbul].¹⁰³

The workers made reference to their growing number—20,000 men, women,
and children—to show the justice of their cause and to threaten the companies.
And, indeed, in October 1908, they were joined by their comrades working in
the railway and gas companies.¹⁰⁴ After the proclamation of the constitution,
the port workers renewed their claims by adopting the very language of uni-
versal principles enshrined in the Ottoman constitution. Apart from previous
demands for a pay rise, ‘with a violence unknown before’ the strikers now
refused forced retirement, rejected all outside interference in the operation of
their guilds, and ‘claimed the right to designate their own successors from
amongst their family’. Moreover they now categorically objected to ‘the 
legitimacy of their foreman’s punishment’. Encouraged by the news that port
workers in Istanbul, Izmir, and Salonika had also gone on strike, the Beiruti
strikers ‘appealed to the patriotism of the Beirutis to support them in their
struggle against the increasing intervention of foreign elements in the affairs of
the city’.¹⁰⁵ In al-Ah.wāl, for example, they released the following statement:

¹⁰³ MAE, Nantes, CB 1882–1912, carton 313, undated enclosure.
¹⁰⁴ MAE, NSTSL, vol. 111, Beirut, 8 Oct. 1908. This was Beirut’s first general strike.
¹⁰⁵ Ibid., enclosed letter to Istanbul, dated Beirut, 17 Aug. 1908.
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The port workers of the customs office
In the name of justice and liberty . . . We have inherited our work from father to

son. It has become ours over generations. Owing to lack of other knowledge we have
no other way of earning our daily bread. Now we have fallen under the yoke of the port
company, Ottoman in name but actually French and this in spite of us and the local
merchants.

The ways in which the company has obtained this concession are well known!
We have suffered much: through the extra work we were forced to do, through the

paucity of porters, and finally through the mediocrity of our salaries and the un-
bearable arbitrariness we are subjected to.

We are tired of this state of affairs, tired by our own complaints and cries which we
voice without ever being heard—the reason is well known!

Today, when the word liberty reverberates throughout the world, do our comrades
have the good fortune to obtain something of this liberty?¹⁰⁶

Encouraged by the apparent success of the port workers’ strike, the gas work-
ers, too, staged a strike on 2 October 1908. They elected Mikā�il Ghabrı̄l and
Elias T. rād, both Greek Orthodox members of the Ottoman commercial court,
who later became involved in the Beirut Reform Committee, one Ah.mad �Abd
al-�Āl and the company’s engineer Elie Qaykānū,¹⁰⁷ as their representatives to
negotiate their demands. Their opening positions were a 50 per cent increase in
salary, a thirteenth salary payment at the end of the year and a bi-annual adjust-
ment for inflation of 10 per cent, cumulative fifteen days holiday and rest days
after night work, free medical care and continued payment three and a half
months into the illness, payment of pensions identical to the railway workers,
job security granted by law, ten-hour working days with double salary for extra
hours, night work, and on holidays, and a company loan scheme. After four
days of strikes that left the city dark at night, the general director of the gas and
electricity company was willing to enter into negotiations. In a meeting with
workers’ representatives he offered a 20 per cent increase for those whose salary
was below 201 piastres per month and conceded to those operating in the city
on most other issues but refused to make concessions to those in production in
the factory.¹⁰⁸

The general enthusiasm and optimism after the Young Turk revolution
notwithstanding, the port workers became ever more exposed to the dictates 
of foreign companies, the Ministry of Commerce and Public Works and the

¹⁰⁶ Ibid., enclosure al-Ah.wāl (12 Aug. 1908).
¹⁰⁷ Ismail and Chehab (1976: xviii. 110–16); and Thobie (1993: 149).
¹⁰⁸ Thobie (1993: 158). On 17 Sept. 1909 the workers posed an ultimatum, ‘demanding a reduction of

their daily work to eight hours, an increase of salary by 30%, regular holidays, and in case of illness, payment
of half the salary for 6 months’. MAE, Paris, NSTSL, vol. 112, Beirut, 30 Sept. 1909.
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Council of State—all institutions whose members represented financial stakes
and vested interests in large-scale investment schemes. By way of contrast to
the paternalistic but largely sympathetic approach of Sultan Abdülhamid, the
officers of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) had less personal
indulgence for the fate of a few workers who were seen as threatening precisely
that Ottoman union and progress. In September 1908, the new Young Turk
Minister of Public Works outlawed all strike activities and trade unionism by
workers employed in public service companies.¹⁰⁹

Strikes were never entirely rooted out as working conditions continued to
deteriorate. Between 1910 and 1914, numerous reports of industrial action by
the Beirut workforce reached the European foreign ministries and again dis-
tinguished local lawyers and negotiators supported the strikers’ demands. Fol-
lowing the September 1908 law, the CUP moved to protect more rigorously the
interests of the European investment companies and—as Hanna has shown—
abandoned the previous government’s relative protection for Ottoman 
workers.¹¹⁰

At a more fundamental level, two notions of the production of space clashed
during strike action: In Beirut of the 1890s and 1900s, capitalist development
imposed on the Ottoman state the role of controlling and encouraging the
establishment of a new inter-regional division of labour. The projected space of
capitalism encroached upon the inherited space of working-class families,
whereby the former came into more or less violent conflict with those who
resisted this kind of manipulation.¹¹¹

Conclusion

Lewis Farley, the lonely BIO accountant I introduced in Chapter 1 as the har-
binger—or siren—of capitalist investment, would have felt vindicated at the
end of the nineteenth century, had he not been forced to return to London in
1858. Not only did his successors at the bank push the ‘financial capitalization’
he had called for in his memoirs, but the BIO also held a major share in all of
Beirut’s capital investments.

The way the Beirutis related to their city, struggled for a provincial capital,
and attempted to consolidate their city’s status and economic capacities under
increasing pressures from encroaching investors and creeping colonialism was

¹⁰⁹ MAE, Nantes, CB 1895–1914, carton 348, enclosure, Stamboul (13 Oct. 1908).
¹¹⁰ H. anna (1973: 18–19). ¹¹¹ Lipietz (1980: 74).
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arguably the single most important factor shaping the particular trajectory of
Beirut in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Under the restructured
Ottoman provincial rule foreign powers largely remained outside the institu-
tions of formal decision-making in Bilad al-Sham while international banks
and companies invested almost 70 million French francs between 1888 and
1914. Investments in urban infrastructure in the 1890s and 1900s brought about
an immense urban transformation. Owing to the regulating impact of the
Ottoman administration, the municipality, and the participation of the local
merchant community, the intense period of ‘financial capitalization’ did not
turn Beirut into an outright colonial city. Even though fin de siècle Beirut must
have been one big building site during this time, foreign capital and physical
occupation failed to bifurcate the urban structure into a new ‘European’ town
and an old ‘Oriental’ centre.

The production of fin de siècle Beirut as a beacon of modernity, order, and
technological progress was a complicated and contentious process. As trade fig-
ures for Beirut’s port show, French investment in urban facilities proved slow to
amortize.¹¹² The fear that prosperity might prove ephemeral had permeated
the local petitions for a provincial capital. It also gripped the investment com-
panies in the 1890s and led to fierce negotiations with urban notables and
municipal authorities in Beirut. In contrast to these negotiating practices,
actual physical resistance was exercised only by workers whose livelihood and
social space were destroyed by the effects of capitalist urbanization. The Beirut
port workers’ strike happened almost exactly a year to the day before the dock-
ers of Istanbul went on strike.¹¹³ As in Istanbul, the casus belli was the arrival of
one of the first ships after the new port regime was introduced. It signalled to
the protestors the encroachment of an international company on the workers’
livelihood in the name of modernizing port facilities.

The Ottoman labour historian Donald Quataert has shown that, in the
Istanbul case, the struggle ‘contributed to the erosion of popular support for
the government of Sultan Abdülhamid II’. In contrast, it appears that in
provincial Beirut the support of the sultan for the strikers briefly made him a
popular figure. At least for the duration of the Hamidian regime there existed
a measure of local cooperation between merchants and port workers against
the foreign logic of finance capital.

The workers demanded their right to the city at the particular point in time
when their social space was threatened by the effects of the political capitaliza-
tion. Beirut generated a unified struggle for its regional ascendancy, but after

¹¹² Issawi (1988: 51–4); Kalla (Ph.D. thesis, 1969); Owen (1981). ¹¹³ Quataert (1983: 97).



1888 it also began to feel the strains of physical and social boundaries inside the
city itself. The spatial effects of the tramway traced here were important for the
development of an urban consciousness which was determined as much by
access to urban space as to modes of production per se.

In Beirut’s particular development after 1860, actual class consciousness
crystallized not in the context of major social conflict and nationalist upheaval
over access to means of production, as Lockman and Benin argue convinc-
ingly for industrializing Egyptian cities.¹¹⁴ In the relative political stability of
late nineteenth-century Beirut even as the city underwent immense urban con-
struction, class consciousness emerged in the struggle over the production of
space. This occurred through processes of urban reform and social exclusion.
In the next two parts I will locate the ways these processes were driven by com-
peting foreign, imperial, and local civilizing missions and how they produced
urban politics of difference.
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Mediations



In Beirut each thought inhabits a mansion.
In Beirut each word is a drama,
In Beirut, thoughts deliver filibusters of the mind,
and caravans bear priestesses and sultans’ wives.
Let her be nun or sorceress or both,
Or let her be the hinge
Of the sea’s port or the gateway to the East,
Let her be adored or let her be cursed, let her be thirsty for blood or holy water,
Let her be innocent or let her be a murderess.

(Tuéni 2001: 302–3)



4

�
War, Health, and the 

Making of Municipal Beirut

Municipal governance was established in Beirut in the wake of the civil war in
Mount Lebanon of 1860. The urgency of the post-war crisis made it the first
municipality in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman empire and possibly the
second after the 1854–6 model of Galata/Pera. It was during Fuad Pasha’s
extended pacifying mission in Beirut that the idea of a permanent munici-
pality as an Ottoman institution for urban management materialized. And it
did so in the specific context of a discourse of urban sanitization that conflated
cleanliness, social behaviour, and public hygiene.

In Beirut as elsewhere, the municipality was an ‘amphibious’ institution
where definitions and regulations of a distinctly urban experience of moder-
nity were played out between imperial and local domains. The 1864 Provincial
Law called for the official application of Istanbul’s municipal model to the
provincial cities and towns of the empire: ‘each village shall have a munici-
pality’.¹ While this law was more a declaration of intent, the 1867 law fine-
tuned the workings of the municipality in a detailed fashion. These stipulations
were reviewed and amended in 1877,² were translated into Arabic by Nawfal
Efendi Na�matallah Nawfal, and published in full length in Beirut’s press.³

The 1877 Municipal Law excluded foreigners from membership of the
council. It applied empire-wide to every city (şehir) and small town (kas.aba).
Cities with a population in excess of 40,000 were to establish two municipal
councils, as was attempted briefly in Beirut in 1909. Moreover, the municipal-
ities were assigned clearly defined—if indiscriminately enumerated—duties

¹ ‘Her köy bir belediye dairesi sayılır’, quoted in Ortayli (1974: 166).
² For the original text of the 1877 Belediye Kānūnu, see BBA, YEE, 37/302/47–112 (1877).
³ al-Jinān, 9 (1878), 44–8, 93–7, 131–4 and Thamarāt al-Funūn (14 Jan. 1878). Na�matallah Nawfal was the

official translator of the Ottoman constitution al-Dustūr, Beirut, 1883–4 [1301h].



which can be arranged into five categories: urban planning, market control,
health, public morality, and public welfare.

Taken together, I would argue, these competences provided the provincial
municipalities with a powerful mandate to intervene in daily life and revolu-
tionize Ottoman towns and cities. On the other hand, the municipal mandate’s
legal consecration established a normative order which constricted the daily
practices of the municipality and exposed it to popular and foreign criticism.
As a consequence of this intricate web of mandate, norm, and practice, the
Beirut municipality became a prime site of the politics of urban space after
1860.

In particular, as I will argue in this chapter, the evolution of the munici-
pality’s health mandate fundamentally restructured urban life before being
challenged by colonial medical institutions in fin de siècle Beirut.

The Origins of the Municipal Idea in Beirut

In 1868, Shaykh Ibrāhı̄m al-Yāzijı̄ gave an influential speech on classical medi-
cine. Addressing the Syrian Scientific Society in Beirut, he advocated respect
for classical scholars like Ibn Sı̄nā. The Arab world, he argued, could look 
back on a rich heritage of medical expertise since the times of the Abbasids.
However, he held that the appearance of new conditions for the spreading 
of disease necessitated innovation in hygiene and medicine.⁴ Such lectures
were an important reminder that, in the Arab–Ottoman world, scientific 
traditions and medical epistemologies existed prior to the onslaught of colonial
medicine.⁵

New epidemics were a common occurrence in the Ottoman empire as in
Europe and urgently required scientific collaboration. Between 1700 and 1842

the plague raged forty-one times in Bilad al-Sham.⁶ Neither the Graeco-Arab
medical traditions passed on from generation to generation, nor the maghribas
(ambulant paramedics), miqba�as (traditional dermatologists), could help.⁷
Neither miasmic explanation nor charity could purge this lethal danger from
society. With the blatant impotence of classical and popular cures, Christian
priests and Muslim shaykhs exercised paramount medical power due to their
unquestioned religious authority and scriptural knowledge. Until the early
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⁴ Ibrāhı̄m al-Yāzijı̄, ‘Fı̄ al-t.ibb al-qadı̄m’, in Y. Khūrı̄ (1990: 121–5).
⁵ See Fanon (1967: 121). ⁶ Panzac (1985: 30–4).
⁷ For a discussion of early 19th-cent medical professions by contemporary sources, see Sehnaoui-Salam,

(MA thesis, 1981), 41–4.



nineteenth century, they were in a position to link the spread of the plague to
divine intervention by vesting plague visitations with a religious function and
metaphysical causality. Popular fear of provoking the wrath of God by misbe-
haviour was an important component of the moral and social structure of
everyday life in Beirut as elsewhere.

Generally, measures taken by political authorities were incomplete and not
followed up systematically. More importantly, in the absence of a single regu-
latory urban institution like the municipality, isolated preventive measures
taken by individuals or communities would be ignored by others. With no cure
on the horizon, Beirutis habitually fled and took refuge in the monasteries of
their particular denominations or with relatives outside the city. Thus in an
1810 poem on the plague, Niqūla Turk advises ‘if the plague has reached a
place—flee if not hide behind a well-closed door’.⁸

In the 1830s a new generation of local doctors was trained. Since the 
Egyptian occupation, the authorities in Mount Lebanon began to send a steady
stream of medical students to Cairo to study with Clot Bey, the director of the
medical academy in Cairo.⁹ Others went to Istanbul. They constituted a last-
ing scientific network which stood at the centre of the struggle against epi-
demics and infectious diseases. Most came back to Bilad al-Sham, and Beirut
in particular, where they became leading figures in various medical fields.

The Ottoman quarantine system banished the plague to the frontiers of the
Ottoman empire by the 1840s.¹⁰ While Baghdad, the Arabian peninsular, and
Kurdistan continued to experience outbreaks of the plague throughout the
nineteenth century, the plague was rooted out in Bilad al-Sham. But a new dis-
ease emerged in 1821 that appeared equally as devastating as the plague—
cholera. The urban struggle against this epidemic had far-reaching
consequences for the relation between individual, society, city, and the state.
Institutional medical knowledge and techniques of social and urban planning
developed in nineteenth-century Beirut to a large extent in the context of the
experience of cholera.

With the advent of the tanz. ı̄māt, Ottoman and Egyptian sanitary 
techniques changed in ways not dissimilar to—and influenced by—those 
of European states discussed by Foucault¹¹ and more recently by 
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⁸ Tr. from the French in Panzac (1985: 577–8). On the work of Niqūla Turk as an early Arab historian, see
Philipp (1984: 161–75).

⁹ D’Armagnac (1985: 56). On early medical missions to Cairo, see S. al-Khūrı̄ (1992) and H. aqqi (1970:
573–9). ¹⁰ See Panzac (1985).

¹¹ ‘[A]n epidemic has a sort of historical individuality, hence the need to employ a complex method of
observation when dealing with it.’ The scale of the undertaking made the central state the only viable coor-
dinator of the operation. Foucault (1986: 25–6).



Rabinow¹² and Fassin,¹³ who insist on the uniquely global, historical experi-
ence of pandemics. As European medical missions were dispatched to explore
the zones of germination, explanatory paradigms leapt first to the social level of
analysis, identifying disease among the urban poor, and then—towards the end
of the nineteenth century—to the civilizational level.

In the wake of European colonial expansion across the Mediterranean,
proneness to infection was no longer identified as divine retribution but
increasingly as scientific evidence for Oriental backwardness and racial 
inferiority.¹⁴ As in nineteenth-century France, in the Ottoman empire fields of
medicine and public hygiene began to necessitate the collaboration of legions
of engineers, architects, inspectors, and administrators. Public hygienists 
generally became part of the political process of state centralization on the one
hand and imperial civilizing missions on the other. The very statistics and 
population censuses introduced in order to establish reliable data to plan new
systems of taxation and military conscription came to be used effectively 
for medical and demographic surveillance.¹⁵ Missionary charity for Beirut’s
Christian communities and ad hoc post-occurrence measures were comple-
mented by the establishment of permanent Ottoman institutions of public
health for urban society as a whole.

Protecting the City: the Quarantine and the Cordon Sanitaire

Beirut got off relatively lightly from the ravages of the first cholera pandemics
of the 1820s and 1830s, thanks in great measure to the quarantine built by
Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey in 1834/5.¹⁶ Travellers to Beirut during the first half of the
nineteenth century concurred that the city compared favourably to other Syr-
ian towns: ‘With the exception of dysentery and some pernicious fevers which
develop during strong heat waves in the vicinity of rivers and stagnant water,
there are few grave illnesses to worry about.’¹⁷ The quarantine was a highly 
tangible and contested sanitary measure, which often necessitated military
enforcement. It was also a novel means to condition access to the city on 
medical inspection and on temporary isolation of the body from the environ-
ment. By setting up quarantines, the Ottoman empire became a transconti-
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¹² ‘The worldwide spread of cholera demolished one by one the criteria of the classical science of 
epidemics’. Rabinow (1989: 34).

¹³ See Fassin (1998). ¹⁴ S. Bayly (2002: 285–309).
¹⁵ On the emergence of Ottoman state statistics, see Karpat (1992: 283–95).
¹⁶ Administration Sanitaire de l’Empire Ottoman (1906: 7). On the plague in Beirut in 1831, see Michaud
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nental sanitary bulwark and found itself at the centre of the European discourse
on hygiene.¹⁸

The 1865 cholera epidemic swept from Mecca to an ill-prepared Beirut and
cost an estimated 3,000 lives, mainly poor inhabitants who had no place to
flee.¹⁹ The more fortunate ones took refuge with relatives in Mount Lebanon.
But the exigencies of international trade and political order forced both the
imperial government and local merchants to protect Beirut pre-emptively
from epidemics and from abandonment. To this effect the foreign community
and the Ottoman government colluded to pave the way for a more effective
implementation of a cordon sanitaire.

Beirut was again affected by cholera during the 1875 pandemic. This time,
the disease was believed to have entered the city from the sea. Although some
improvements had been made, the quarantine still proved untrustworthy and
fatally ineffective to protect the city. All but 15,000 poor inhabitants fled the
city and up to thirty residents died on a daily basis.²⁰ A first of many commis-
sions of inquiry into the state of the quarantine was set up when the medical
crisis abated at the end of the summer. In July 1876 the municipality
announced in the recently launched newspaper Thamarāt al-Funūn that it
planned to destroy the old quarantine premises near the port and was looking
for a new, larger area outside the city.²¹ Although it appears from later devel-
opments that it remained in place, the commission’s work laid the foundations
for an effective protection of the city the next time cholera came Beirut’s way 
in 1882.²²

The urban expansion of Beirut’s built-up area pushed the city to the geo-
graphic borders with Mount Lebanon. As it rapidly expanded eastwards, pri-
vate residences also moved ever closer to the sanitary compound on Beirut’s
east coast. Consecutive Ottoman governors in Beirut appealed to the Sublime
Porte to be allowed to move the quarantine. In 1891, the governor general of
Beirut, �Azı̄z Pasha, cabled Kāmil Pasha in another attempt to transfer the 
quarantine from the Rumayl quarter.²³

Instead, the imperial government set up a commission, consisting of one Dr
Deluciano, health inspector Niz. ām al-Dı̄n Bey, Dr Adı̄b Qaddūra—recently
graduated from the American medical college in Beirut—and the provincial
engineer Bishāra Dı̄b. The proposal to transfer the quarantine to offshore
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islands near Tripoli or Tartus and the bay of Mersin were quickly dismissed by
the local government since it would jeopardize Beirut’s position as the domi-
nant port-of-call on the Eastern Mediterranean.

In the most comprehensive and intrusive survey of Beirut’s sanitary condi-
tions conducted in the Ottoman period, Dr Benoît Boyer warned that ‘in ten
years, the lazaretto will be in the middle of the city’.²⁴ Composed in the wake
of Beirut’s port enlargement and railway construction which drastically
increased the number of visitors and pilgrims in transit, the report deplored the
quarantine’s insufficient surveillance and reiterated emphatically the necessity
to ‘transport the quarantine elsewhere and to deliver a city of 120,000 inhabi-
tants from the perpetual nightmare of cholera’.²⁵

After 1888 the municipality had begun to develop the area around the 
quarantine into an industrial zone ‘destined very soon to raise on its territory a
working-class population of relative density’, and into what Boyer propheti-
cally called ‘one of the future quarters of Beirut’.²⁶ In 1900, a British report by
Dr Vitalis admonished that ‘[t]he position of the Beirut lazaretto between the
gasworks, and the public slaughter house and in close proximity to the railway
station has caused a standing menace to the health of the town’.²⁷

Despite these appeals, a joint European and Ottoman health inquiry con-
ducted in 1905 considered cholera under control and the proximity of these
constructions no longer a health hazard per se. The health inspectors were much
more confident in the existing location than Boyer had been a decade earlier.²⁸
They raised more concern about encroaching private residences, the prospect
of a hotel construction nearby, and the permeability of the isolation procedures
inside the compound. The report therefore proposed to speed up the internal
human circulation, to enforce the separation of passengers in the compound, 
to monitor more strictly the movements of the quarantine’s staff and ‘make 
provisions to expropriate land to the east and south of the lazaretto’.²⁹

The dilemma the Ottoman government faced with regard to maintaining
public health was largely financial. The modifications called for in the above
report, for example, required credits in the region of 2,000 Ottoman gold lira
(c.£2,000 sterling).³⁰ Financial malaise became very apparent in an episode in
1910 when two cholera cases were suspected inside the quarantine itself. It
prompted the Ottoman governor to hold two meetings on the state of hygiene
in Beirut. In the first one with his staff, the director of the Ottoman Bank
declared that the treasury of the municipality was too depleted to take even the
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most urgent sanitary measures. He estimated that the municipality needed at
least ten million piastres to improve urban conditions and complained about
the difficulty of collecting dues from foreigners. At a second meeting the next
day, forty of the city’s elite gathered to appoint a committee consisting of 
Professors de Brun from the French Medical Faculty and Graham from the 
Syrian Protestant College, the director of the Ottoman Bank, and the director
of the Water Company to oversee preventive cholera preparations.³¹ Foreign-
ers, and especially foreign doctors, were an integral part of Ottoman health
preparations. But at the governor general’s suggestion that a new loan to step
up sanitary measures was necessary and that the foreigners had to pay their
share, one of them intervened brusquely arguing that ‘the 2,000 Europeans
would not make a great difference in revenues in a city of 180,000 [sic]’. The
governor retorted that this was irresponsible because new regulations were
urgently needed. No agreement was reached and the issue was assigned to the
new committee.³²

In the imperial languages of the British, French, and Ottoman sanitary
reports, the quarantine was treated as an ideal urban microcosm. The func-
tional requirements of human circulation and regulation as well as spatial and
social segregation reflected the accepted norms in Ottoman and European
urban discourse in the nineteenth century and affected the production of space
in Beirut itself. The quarantine and cordons sanitaires introduced to Beirut a
sense of siege. The inherently political nature of the sanitary discourse intro-
duced public health, social hygiene, and urban pathology as constantly elusive
measures of modernity in the eyes of the authorities and the foreign experts.
Certain diseases like the plague were effectively rooted out, yet the prevention
of illness could never be complete. Urbanization generated new conditions for
new diseases, new languages to identify them, and new techniques to isolate
them.

Rotten from Within? The Municipality Takes Centre Stage

Cordons sanitaires and the quarantine were only one set of strategies, albeit the
most conspicuous and symbolic, by which the Ottoman government
addressed urban hygiene in Beirut. Following the experience of recurring
cholera, typhoid fever, and other infectious diseases, European, Ottoman, and
local medical staff realized that quarantine tactics alone were insufficient. As in
other Mediterranean cities, disease came to be located within the city.
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Beirut’s children had been vaccinated by the Austro-Italian doctor Pietro
Laurella against smallpox since the early part of the nineteenth century.³³ After
the civil war, schools and private houses were inspected for influenza and other
common infectious illnesses.³⁴ Sewage ditches were dug out to manage sea-
sonal flooding.³⁵ Cattle were forbidden to enter the city centre by municipal
decree,³⁶ and ambulant merchants were banned from bartering in public pas-
sages.³⁷ Public health became a powerful restructuring device of the everyday
life and a source of constant transgression in the city.

The presence of foreign missions in Beirut placed extra pressure on the
Ottoman provincial government to perform and offer modern urban services.
Meanwhile long-standing missionary schools, convents, and the specially dis-
patched relief agencies provided medical charity for their respective com-
munities as best they could.³⁸The Lazerist Sœurs de la Charité order, for exam-
ple, had provided free beds for the sick and wounded since 1860.³⁹ Another
local Florence Nightingale, Emilie Sursuq, who founded the society for the sick
and needy, ih. sān al-zah.rā �, in 1880 was favourably mentioned in most Arabic
and European travelogues and diaries.⁴⁰ And as the culmination of fifty years
of foreign medical relief, the American consul in Beirut founded the Red Cross
chapter in Beirut in the early 1900s.

However, after the civil war in Mount Lebanon and Damascus, Ottoman
institutions assumed responsibility for the health of the city as a whole. Fu�ād
Pasha and subsequent Ottoman governors appreciated international relief
efforts in Beirut, but they realized that charity alone could not and should not
remedy the structural problems of urban management in the face of post-war
reconstruction challenges. But.rus al-Bustānı̄, too, recognized the structural
dependence that foreign, non-governmental charity might entail. In Nafı̄r
Sūriyya he warns:

What is the state of these many poor ones who have been hurled at the mercy of phi-
lanthropists (�alā aktāf al-ajāwid ) by the workings of the age (s.arrūf al-dahr) and by the
destitution of the time (dawāhi al-zaman)? . . . This has kept many people at the gates
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304–6). ⁴⁰ e.g. in S. al-Khūrı̄ (1992: 415); and in Kremski’s letters, edited by D. āhir (1986).



of charities (al-ih. sanāt) and multiplied their calamities. Who guarantees us that these
gates will remain open and won’t be blocked by iron bolt and brass lock before the end
of the winter.⁴¹

Fuad Pasha did not need to look far for alternatives. Probably even before his
arrival in Beirut, the governor of Sidon, Ah.mad Pasha, had set up a relief coun-
cil (majlis al-i �āna) under the leadership of one Nāz. im Bey and Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n
Bayhum. This council was responsible for coordinating the provision of shel-
ter, food, and medication to the refugees,⁴² for it had become clear ‘that the
accumulation of refugees in Beirut has become the reason for the occurrence
and spread of many diseases’.⁴³

In post-war Beirut, the putative umbilical link between the Ottoman idea of
the municipality, relief, welfare, health, government responsibility, on the one
hand, and the attainment of ‘modernity’, on the other, dominated the pages of
Beirut’s first newspaper H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār. Health conditions and the general
state of Beirut’s urban services, such as housing, street repair, law and order
under the conditions of large-scale immigration were linked to the destiny of
the Ottoman state. In a strikingly euphoric article (given the recent massacres
in the Mountain) in November 1860 about the opening of the new telegraph
line between Beirut and Damascus, its editor, Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄, reported enthu-
siastically on the recent establishment of a ‘health council for urban cleaning’
(majlis al-s.ah.h.a li al-tanz. ı̄fāt). Khalı̄l al-Khūrı̄’s assumption was that a healthi-
er city would root out once and for all the social ills that led to the civil war. His
article also contains the first mention of the impending formation of a 
municipal council, or majlis al-tanz. ı̄māt al-baladiyya, as it was originally
called, for Beirut which ‘was to be charged with establishing and executing all
things pertaining to the public good of the city’.⁴⁴ Underlying municipal proj-
ects of urban rehabilitation was the recurring formula of al-tanz. ı̄f, ‘cleaning’ or
‘cleansing’.

In the absence of a legal ruling on the rights and duties of the municipality
in the early years, most of the ‘cleansing’ measures were initiated by the gover-
nor of Sidon which the municipality seems to have fully endorsed. Both coun-
cils were promoting urban rehabilitation, prophylactic sanitary measures, and
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medical treatment: fresh water supply, rain drainage, street alignment, con-
struction of pavements, and child vaccination.⁴⁵

With Fu� ād Pasha’s mission, security returned but anxiety prevailed. In the
1850s, ‘life and property [had been] perfectly secure in Beyrout. Murder, rob-
bery, and other crimes, so frequent in European cities, are here unknown.’⁴⁶
After the war, however, reports of criminal attacks on local and foreign resi-
dents punctuated the pages of H. adı̄qat al-Akh.bār next to lists of exiled war
criminals. Despite the editor’s appreciation ‘that [governor] Ah. mad Pasha has
turned Beirut into a city of order and style, acts of crime still happen here and
there at night’.⁴⁷ Bustling intramural squares, like Sah. at al-Samak and Sah. at 
al-Qamh. , were identified as particularly notorious spots. All along, the same
discourse of ‘social cleansing’ pervaded urban management:

the rehabilitation and cleansing of the city of Beirut continues to concern us. We begin
to see that its streets have been rid of squalor (al-aws.ākh) and that a better manner of
order (al-tart.ı̄b) than before has been achieved. The majority of streets in the bazaars
that were not paved are now paved . . . Likewise roads outside the city have been
repaired. This raises our hopes that Beirut may prosper daily in terms of embellishment
and organization so that one day it may become the most beautiful resort on the 
Syrian coast.⁴⁸

The commercial and aesthetic imperatives of the advent of a new age extended
the semantics of cleanliness to the social milieu for the rest of the Ottoman
period and beyond. In the tense atmosphere of post-war Beirut, the Ottoman
governor developed a distinct paranoia against certain traditional pastimes and
social activities and issued ad hoc rulings to prevent havoc and feuds. For fear of
violent escalation, the popular javelin game in the pine forest was forbidden.⁴⁹
Moreover, the governor forbade gambling in ‘social places’. He threatened to
arrest and to publish the names of the culprits, if caught red-handed gambling
‘in such ugly abode[s]’.⁵⁰ Nor would foreigners be exempt from ‘social cleans-
ing’. In March 1861 the governor in Beirut, Ahmad Pasha, publicly pledged to
act to cleanse the city of unwanted guests:

Considering the amount of base scum (al-as.āfil wa al-ajlāf ) who arrive at Beirut, the
governor has issued a decree that allows the authorities to search foreign ships, to
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inspect passports of every inbound passenger and to prevent entry to anyone with
insufficient documentation, in order to cleanse Beirut from the human rabble (li 
al-tanz. ı̄f min al-awbāsh).⁵¹

Public health concerns grew proportionate with the size of the population and
the level of urban densification, but after the civil war of 1860 ideas and 
practices of urban pathology entered the public debate about the planned,
open city whose ‘public health’ language expressed concerns for tourism, com-
merce, and state finance. The city centre in particular became identified as a site
of danger and insecurity in newspaper articles whose editors employed hygien-
ic metaphors to define the problem. Public health not only provided new
vocabulary to describe, identify, and tackle social problems, it appeared to form
‘the ultimate language of the social’.⁵²

In the aftermath of the British occupation of Egypt in 1882 a new cholera
epidemic reached Beirut from Alexandria. But Beirut’s municipal health
authorities were better prepared than during the previous outbreak in 1875.
The Ottoman correspondence between Beirut and Istanbul betrays a sense of
urgency about the matter. The imperial authorities realized that people fled the
city and the damage to trade and property was considerable. Abandoned shops
and houses were looted and bread prices jumped as Beirut’s wheat market was
running out of supplies.⁵³ Isolationary measures were stepped up to protect the
city, despite the destabilizing effects on international commerce and despite
vocal French consular protests. The municipality convened a medical meeting
between the governor, Dr Nakhla Mudawwar the municipal doctor, Dr
Milh. im Fāris a prominent local practitioner, Dr Wortabet a local doctor at the
Prussian hospital and professor at the Syrian Protestant College, and the long-
term French resident Dr Sucquet, director of Beirut’s quarantine since 1847.
The medical commission cabled a request for a cordon sanitaire at a five-mile
radius around the border of municipal Beirut to the imperial health directorate
in Istanbul which was instantly granted.⁵⁴ The medical commission issued a
detailed twelve-point plan that stressed the need for prophylactic measures,
such as daily street-cleaning and inspection tours of places of sale and storage
of food-stuffs, improvement of the quarantine’s architecture, and containment
of the sudden immigration of Egyptian �Urābı̄ supporters exiled after the
British invaded their country. The measures proved successful, although urban
expansion rendered a complete isolation of the city difficult to maintain as
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Beirut’s outskirts and the surrounding villages of Mount Lebanon already
began to merge into one. Despite these adverse conditions, no cases of cholera
occurred in Beirut and the cordon could be lifted after a week.⁵⁵

The Ottoman administration in Beirut realized after the 1882 cordon against
cholera that routine urban surveys were necessary to identify health hazards.
The administrative yearbook for Syria in 1885 included for the first time a
detailed list of all occurrences of diseases and illnesses by kind and location in
the province.⁵⁶The 1882 epidemic proved to be the last major outbreak around
Ottoman Beirut. New rumours of an outbreak of cholera in Toulon in 1884

compelled the imperial health directorate to close the ports of Izmir, Trabulus
Gharb, and Beirut.⁵⁷ The concerted action proved successful.

By the time cholera raged in Tripoli and Lattakia in 1890–1 Beirut had
become vested with sufficient medical knowledge and administrative mecha-
nisms to deal with cholera threats. The timing of Beirut’s immunity to cholera
was no coincidence. As a provincial capital, it received more direct attention
from the imperial government and better provincial funding for urban 
services. Conversely, while improved public health favoured foreign economic
investments in capital Beirut, towns lower down in the provincial hierarchy
continued to suffer outbreaks of contagious diseases.

After the creation of the province of Beirut the ad hoc health commission
which had been founded during the 1882 crisis was absorbed into the new
administrative structure to support the work of the health inspector.⁵⁸ This
partly foreign, partly Ottoman, partly local health organization was instru-
mental in planning the successful cordon around Beirut in 1890–1.⁵⁹ A few
months later the members were dispatched to Acre to investigate reported
cholera cases in this new dependency of Beirut.⁶⁰ In the provincial capital,
schools and public buildings were more regularly inspected, clinics set up and
invested with new medical equipment. A municipal women’s hospital was set
up in Beirut: ‘a hospital with a capacity of 25 beds which was opened in the
summer of 1891 is now in a position to have instruments and medication to
carry out surgery’.⁶¹

In sum, two themes have emerged from this subplot to the municipal work-
ings of a provincial capital. First, foreign health experts have cooperated with
Ottoman institutions. As long as the common goal was to protect Beirut’s

126 Mediations

⁵⁵ MAE, Nantes, CEB 1883–1885, Beirut, 14 Aug. 1883.
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health from outside threats, the hygienists of the foreign medical schools 
and hospitals joined the fray on a more or less equal footing. Indeed, they 
effectively served to enhance ‘Ottoman civilization’. However, this partnership
was to change, or at least, there were ulterior dynamics at work, too, which
emerged when causes of disease were located inside the city itself. Second, the
‘cleansing’ discourse and hygienic measures did not create a clean city, but a
stream of municipal intervention backed by imperial legislation in the every-
day life of the city.⁶² As I argue in the following section of this chapter (in Didi-
er Fassin’s words), ‘it is remarkable, in fact, that it is not the normalization of
behaviours and processes, as a Foucauldian analysis would claim, but rather the
manner in which social problems find not their solution, but their most
authoritative expression in the language of public health.’⁶³

From Public to Colonial Health: Entering the House,
Body, and Mind

Throughout the nineteenth century, religious, economic, and educational
‘interests’ motivated French interventions in the Levant. In terms of religion,
the lasting myth of ancestral links between Maronites and France was first 
created in the 1840s.⁶⁴ This myth has fed the French policy of minority protec-
tion for the Catholic communities ever since, although the growing economic
and political attraction of the Syrian hinterland increasingly overshadowed the
religious justification for French intervention. After the demise of the French
share in the silk industry of Mount Lebanon in the 1880s, large-scale infra-
structural investments provided a new avenue for Belgian- and French-led eco-
nomic modernization in Beirut.⁶⁵

As a provincial capital that attracted this kind of international investment,
Beirut’s public health management spun out of the control of a financially
troubled municipality. From the 1890s onwards, French and British medicine
began to impose a new logic of public health that challenged the role the
municipality of Beirut had acquired in the 1880s. Significantly, this sea change
occurred at the particular point in Beirut’s history when economic stakes grew
and large-scale foreign investment required stable health conditions. The spa-
tial fix of capitalist urbanization reinforced the colonial grip on the city. This
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section examines how the medical field became a quasi-official conduit of
colonialism in Bilad al-Sham as the health discourse mutated from the physi-
cal to the mental sphere, from sanitation to sanity.

The creation of an open, healthy city became the normative concern of
urban planning and the proactive task of Beirut’s municipality. In the course of
the second half of the nineteenth century, the municipality treated slaughter-
houses, tanneries, and Muslim and Christian burial grounds with the same
logic of hygiene by systematically moving them out of visual and olfactory
range.⁶⁶ Death was incongruous with notions of revival in modern urban
design. In a series of titanic, antiseptic efforts, the peace of all but a few of
Beirut’s twenty-four graveyards was broken by the early twentieth century.

The most symptomatic of these desecrations was the evacuation of one of
the oldest and largest cemeteries of Beirut in 1911–13. Urban development had
turned Maqbara al-Khārija into prime real estate centrally located between the
seat of government on the main square, Sahat al-Burj, and the newly enlarged,
French-held port facilities. The transfer exposed the appropriation of the logic
of public hygiene in Beirut in the service of ulterior, capitalist aims. The added
moral incentive was the dispersal of illicit brothels that had recently migrated
to the cemetery’s fringes.⁶⁷

Public Hygienists in Beirut: The New Faces of French Imperialism

When an outbreak of typhoid in 1895 caused the death of 105 inhabitants, the
French hygienist Dr Benoît Boyer subjected Beirut’s households to the most
extensive and intrusive survey of the Ottoman period.⁶⁸ Based on this statisti-
cal survey, Boyer demanded drastic measures of urban reform, a sharp increase
in municipal interventions and public investments in hygiene. In his book Les
Conditions hygiéniques actuelles de Beyrouth, the urban fabric as a whole was
treated as pathological. Urban infrastructure, daily social practices, and indi-
vidual eating habits alike came under scrutiny as the potential causes of an
imminent health catastrophe.

Boyer’s study on Beirut deserves special attention because it marks a turning
point from long-standing Christian charity work to scientific intervention in
the city.⁶⁹ It also marks the entry of the French Medical Faculty in Beirut into
the struggle for a healthy city, thereby moving French officials into the realm of
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governance. That Boyer’s study in public health should become the earliest
European-language analysis of urbanism, architecture, and everyday life in
Beirut reflects the impact of medical knowledge on late nineteenth-century
processes of colonialism and urbanization. In Boyer’s 1897 Les Conditions
hygiéniques, Beirut-as-narrative (published by a major publishing house in
Lyons, no less) appeared for the first time in the European world of books, text
references, and libraries. Books like his and Vital Cuinet’s geographic survey a
year earlier would provide the stock of knowledge and experience on which
colonial planners were to draw a generation later.

Boyer’s narrative embodied the fin-de-siècle tensions between scientific
knowledge, secular authority, and imperial power on the one hand and physi-
cal vulnerability, colonial anxiety, and bourgeois anxiety that sustained colo-
nial bio-politics more generally in the Mediterranean between 1890 and 1920.⁷⁰
The interest in health, survival of the species, and vitality of the social body was
especially marked in the city of Beirut, where just fifteen years earlier, Darwin-
ian theories had caused a huge stir, and where buried forefathers were physi-
cally uprooted to make room for a prosperous future.

Dr Benoît Boyer came to Beirut with strong recommendations from the
Hospice Civil de Lyon where he graduated in 1881. Significantly, neither he 
nor his successors were practitioners of tropical medicine—a prerequisite for
French doctors wanting to serve in more distant colonies. He was hired as 
professor of therapeutics and hygiene at the French Medical Faculty on the
Ashrafiyya hills above Beirut and served from 1889 to 1897. A number of his
local medical students, who helped him conduct research on climate and mor-
bidity statistics, later went on to become medical authorities in their own
right.⁷¹ The discourse of urban pathology of Les Conditions hygiéniques treated
the city as a bodily structure prone to morphological aberration. It divided
cities into different milieux and proposed planning measures aimed to separate
the ‘healthy’ from the ‘foul’ in the name of ‘public welfare’.⁷² The distinction
between the ‘old’ and the ‘modern city’ set the tone for Boyer’s subsequent san-
itary explorations of Beirut: ‘In the bazaar of Beirut one recovers the descrip-
tions of all the authors of the Orient; the narrow, tortuous and busy streets, 
the beasts of burden on the slippery pavements and the vaulted, decaying 
houses.’⁷³
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Although Boyer acknowledged the efforts of the municipality to ‘implant
two great arteries’ to revive the ageing body of the city centre and ‘give a little
air and light to this entirely depraved quarter’, what was urgently needed,
according to Boyer, was a total ‘gutting (éventration) of the bazaar’.⁷⁴This pow-
erful image of literally ‘disembowelling’ Beirut’s old city was the first time such
a radical measure was suggested in public and flew in the face of cautious, con-
temporary negotiations between residents and the municipality over a con-
tested street alignment project in Suq al-Fashkha.⁷⁵

A master plan guiding the work of armies of successive administrators, engi-
neers, hygienists, and architects would overcome—in Boyer’s penchant for the
prophetic—the constant quarrels between elected council members and the
reversals of decision from one Ottoman governor to the next. In this sense,
Boyer’s work and text anticipated the large-scale urban projects of the mandate
period as well as the present age of Solidere when the powers of the municipal-
ity were severely curtailed by the perceived exigencies of rapid development.⁷⁶

In contrast to the old city, ‘the modern city which stretches around this
primitive nucleus’ offered ‘delightful attractions’. However, the author insisted
the new quarters required cosmetic operations if Beirut were to live up to its
potential to become a truly great city. ‘As for sewage matters’, Boyer bemoaned
that, in the majority of quarters, the ‘fixed cesspool system’, invariably placed
in the house, the garden, or the street, caused the putrefaction of the soil. Once
the cesspools were filled up, either the owners spilt the content onto the streets
and down into the sea, or half-naked workers disposed of the fetid excrement
in bucket loads. Boyer was disgusted: ‘this absolutely barbarian way of waste
disposal must disappear’.

The image of excrement gushing down the slopes of the city towards the
port was a powerful one that called for a higher order of civilization to take
charge. Boyer incorporated European class- and gender-based notions into his
racialized portrayal of Beiruti ‘Orientals’. This emerges most clearly in his
depiction of tuberculosis, the centrepiece of his description of morbidity in
Beirut. Boyer dedicated an inordinate amount of attention to tuberculosis,
whereas he treated cholera, typhoid, and other fatal diseases rather cursorily.⁷⁷
Tuberculosis rose steeply over the course of the nineteenth century. According
to Dr Sucquet, TB was ‘virtually unknown’ in the country in 1847, whereas by
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the turn of the century it was killing hundreds. The cause for this was in the
‘current social conditions [that] shed light on this etiology’.⁷⁸ Primary among
these social conditions was the ‘psychology of the Syrian’. By appealing to psy-
chology, he reconciled the mid-nineteenth-century discourses of emotionality
and passion with the notion of contagion, which had taken centre stage by the
end of the century. Boyer writes:

Consider the alcoholic and venereal excess, long night-outs, the emotions of gambling,
the maneuvers of masturbation—repeated up to 15 times per day—and one will not be
surprised that the psychological misery of these overworked youths, debilitated by con-
stant heat and chronically fainting of hunger, one fine day manifests itself in a fast-
spreading tuberculosis affliction.⁷⁹

Like the consumptive in mid-nineteenth century France, the infantilized ‘Ori-
ental’ was seen as prone to bouts of passion and heightened emotion. It was but
a short step for Boyer to transpose the romanticism around tuberculosis in
France to the exoticization of the consumptive in Beirut. In both cases, tuber-
culosis took root in a weak, effeminate, and over-sexualized body that was
unable to bear up to the social transformations of the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Entering through the door of passion, the disease was then
transmitted within the family, the primary social unit. Personal excess was mir-
rored in excessive and obsessive material concerns: ‘In his quality as an Orien-
tal, the Syrian loves luxury, splendor and ceremonial. External appearance and
ostentation of wealth is the object of particular attention. Above all, the Syrian
lives for the gallery; nothing is too dear to him to attract the admiration of his
neighbour.’⁸⁰

Young family members of the social elites were diagnosed as particularly
prone to conspicuous consumption and Europeanization. Of their salary of 50
francs, they spent up to 15 francs on luxury cigarettes, ‘and every Sunday they
parade in their carriages or on their horses in a suit to match their aristocratic
aspirations. In order to maintain their station, they blackmail and suck their par-
ents dry while economizing on a healthy diet’.⁸¹ The Beiruti ‘Oriental’ lived
above his station, both in terms of expenditures and social character. Boyer’s con-
sumptives had partaken of too many of Beirut’s urban pleasures. They existed in
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the liminal and unviable—in the literal sense of unlivable—space between a
non-European pre-modernity and the city’s all-too-real contemporary modern-
ization. Apparently, Beirut was a threat unto itself not because of some ontolog-
ical flaw or irredeemable alterity but because they had become too accustomed
to European habits, more similar to Europeans than was good for them.⁸²

Boyer viewed tuberculosis, like hysteria and neurasthenia, as physical symp-
toms of social diseases with distinctly feminine underpinnings.⁸³ This
explained why ‘Orientals’ were victims of the disease—and also why women
were at even greater risk of disorders afflicting the nervous system. Their con-
ditions owed much to the effects of ‘new more or less relaxed morals, material
preoccupations and depravation to which women are subjected in order to sat-
isfy the caprice of their outfit’.⁸⁴ These new conditions, he continued, ‘lead us
to anticipate an increase of these manifestations of hysteria’.⁸⁵ With these cat-
egories, science and hygiene recast a gender hierarchy in terms of the medical-
ized control of the female body. Although it is unclear how the municipality
reacted to his study, most of Boyer’s recommendations were not immediately
implemented. Some of his recommendations anticipated those of the French
mandate. The first concerted efforts of ‘disembowelling’ the old city, for exam-
ple, were only undertaken during the First World War and completed by the
French colonial government in the 1930s.⁸⁶ Some aspects of his study, how-
ever, impacted the daily lives of Beirutis more immediately, particularly his
demands for a sanatorium in Mount Lebanon.

More generally he introduced a new scientific discourse on the absence of
hygiene which was chronically ‘unstable, sliding between the social, moral and
psychic domain’.⁸⁷ In particular Benoît Boyer’s social language of hygiene
underwent multiple semantic slippage in the way his treatise dealt with inner-
city conditions. Morbidity was linked to morality and seamlessly interlaced
with pseudo-psychological observations in the search for particular root 
causes of universal urban maladies such as typhoid and tuberculosis. Boyer,
himself, died a martyr to the cause of public health in 1897, ironically from the
same disease he had urged the Beirut municipality to take preventive measures
against two years before. But the legacy of his spadework and the work of the
French Medical Faculty lived on when France was given the League of Nations
mandate to ‘prepare’ Lebanon and Syria for independence.
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Mind Games

At precisely the time of Boyer’s research, a case of female ‘hysteria’ shook bour-
geois Beirut. It is unclear but very likely that this particular case of a Druze
princess in the early 1890s who suffered mentally from resisting an arranged
marriage affected Boyer’s research. Its repercussions were certainly felt in the
heart of the imperial government in Istanbul and almost brought down the
governor of Mount Lebanon, Na�ūm Pasha. The tragic story Engin Akarli has
recently extracted from the Ottoman archives in Istanbul is an intricate web 
of family politics and patriarchy, of sultanic patronage and missionary 
influence.⁸⁸

Caught up in these high politics stood a young woman, Najlā Arslān, who
had fallen in love with Majı̄d, a paternal cousin who studied at a missionary
school in Beirut. The romance turned sour when they decided to get married.
Her father felt betrayed by his only child for he had promised her to the son of
the family’s political boss, Mus.t.afa Arslān. Father and uncle decided to break
her resolve by placing her under house arrest. After her dramatic escape and
recapture, Najlā petitioned the sultan in Istanbul, pleading for imperial sup-
port against her unlawful confinement:

I am twenty-five years old and a mature adult. Yet, my family insists that I marry a per-
son whom I do not want to marry. I cannot find any refuge or helper but Your Com-
passionate Imperial Majesty. Please rescue me from the torment and oppression to
which I am subjected and which endangers my life just for having a wish in perfect
accord with the sharı̄ �a!⁸⁹

Istanbul referred the case back to Na�ūm Pasha who refused to act against
Mus.t.afa Arslān who was an important pillar in his administration’s delicate bal-
ance of power.⁹⁰ After a year of confinement high up in the Shuf Mountains,
news spread to Beirut that Najlā had suffered physical and mental abuse. Pres-
sured into reluctant action and alarmed by the sorry turn of events, Na�ūm
Pasha suddenly did a volte-face. He ordered her release and forced the marriage
consent of Najlā’s father. By this time, however, Najlā bore ‘signs of psycholog-
ical disturbance’ that certified her of unsound mind.

Her story had become a medical case and, in the wider picture, a bone of
contention between family authority and state welfare. Although Na�ūm Pasha
refused to interfere in the ‘local customs’ of the Druze community at the begin-
ning of this case, he now ordered that the woman be taken out of the family’s
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custody and submitted as a patient to the care of the medical profession of the
state. She was shipped to Istanbul where the sultan personally attended to the
well-being of the provincial princess: she was diagnosed with ‘mania’ and deliv-
ered to the leading mental hospital in Istanbul.

The case disappeared into the anonymity of the Ottoman archives and with
it the voicelessness of Najlā Arslān. ‘Modern science’ may or may not have
cured her medically, but socially she remained a dependent outcast, now so
with the official stamp of the state. I would argue that this episode was by no
means unique. Her case merely anticipated a more systematic victimization
inherent in the unresolved relationship between the imperial state and local
customary patriarchy.

Najlā was of the first female generation who were victims of the city’s cultur-
al contradictions: on the one hand, the failure of Beirut’s nascent middle class
to emancipate itself from the honour dictates of the al-khās.s.a establishment as
the latter successfully absorbed bourgeois aspirations into their power base; on
the other, the teasing possibility to live out the popular fictional romances of
Beirut’s press.

In the 1870s and 1880s, serialized romance novels in But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s 
al-Jinān in particular shook the certainties of family patriarchy. His son Salı̄m
al-Bustānı̄ and Nu�mān al-Qas.āt.lı̄ crafted storylines in which women—
whether educated and urban or respectable and rural—were independent and
sexually desirable. The plots’ suspense was generated by the complex subjectiv-
ities of the main characters, as well as the possibility, search and consummation
of true love, as love sickness, depression and death are ever looming.

We do not know whether the tragic case of Najlā in any way influenced the
establishment of the psychiatric asylum in Mount Lebanon in 1900. At the
height of the political crisis triggered by her nervous breakdown in 1896, the
assailed Na�ūm Pasha had encouraged the idea of a mental hospital.⁹¹ Cer-
tainly, the individual case of Najlā coincided with a concerted Hamidian effort
to assume medical responsibility over Arab provincial subjects by establishing
hospitals for the ‘alienated’ (mustashfā al-ghurabā � ) in each of the provincial 
capitals of Bilad al-Sham.⁹²

Shortly after Najlā was sent for treatment in Istanbul, the Swiss Quaker and
founding director of Broumana High School, Theophilius Waldmeier, and his
wife founded the Lebanon Hospital for the Insane high above Beirut off the
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⁹¹ Rogan (2002: 117).
⁹² As Robert Blecher (Ph.D. thesis, 2002) has argued, ‘[G]iven that the hospital[s] carried the term 

ghuraba� one might infer that the hospitals were sites not just of pathological but also of social exclusion.’



Damascus road in the reclusive village of �Asfuriyya.⁹³ Built on a plateau, a
high wall encompassed different quarters, one for women, one for men, each
containing separate wards and generous walkways.⁹⁴ The local population was
impressed by the orderliness and cleanliness of the architecture and an anony-
mous chronicler hailed the institution as ‘one of the greatest works honouring
humanity’.⁹⁵ Patient numbers rose from fourteen in 1900 to sixty-three in 1905

to over a hundred in 1910. Successive Ottoman governors commended the hos-
pital and committed funds for those suffering individuals who were too poor
to pay for their treatment. In the absence of a bimāristān which had fulfilled the
task of providing shelter for outcasts in the great Arab cities for centuries, the
Ottoman government happily supported the hospital in this way to cleanse
Beirut’s streets from unwanted and unaccountable elements of society.⁹⁶

Indeed, Waldmeier’s private mental asylum quickly became accepted as the
epitome of modern science and quickly challenged the monopoly formerly
held by religious institutions over the proper treatment of the insane. This was
not so much a result of the hospital’s curing rate, which averaged a respectable
50 per cent in the first two decades. Rather, the hospital’s popularity owed
much to the public endorsement by the medical professors at the Syrian Protes-
tant College and Waldmeier’s ‘public relations campaign in and around Beirut
which pitted the modernity of the age against the alleged timelessness of local
habits. From the outset the hospital linked the medical to its civilizational mis-
sion—to provide “an object lesson in the rational treatment of the insane” ’.⁹⁷

Given the general lack of medical treatment in early psychiatry, the hospital’s
actual therapy accorded to the patients could apply little of the scientific 
rhetoric used to discredit ‘local treatment’ as ‘superstitious’ and ‘repressive’.⁹⁸
These men of science both took madness out of the hands of religious men—
strawmen of a spurious argumentation—and out of the domestic sphere. The
authoritative claims of science gave hope of ‘cure’ to the ‘illness’ and made the
asylum the natural place for caring families to take the mentally ill.

As a private institution where patients were submitted by relatives, rather
than by the authorities, it was also used by local society as a dumping ground
for unwanted and uncontrollable family members. In one cause célèbre, the
prolific feminist writer Māy Ziyāda was submitted to the hospital on spurious
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⁹³ Rogan (2002: 114–21).
⁹⁴ Waldmeier ‘was a great admirer of the Quaker William Tuke, and he styled his hospital on Tuke’s York

retreat, which Foucault described in terms of a “moral and religious segregation which sought to reconstruct
around madness a milieu as much as possible like that of the Quaker community.” ’ See Rogan (2002: 114).

⁹⁵ Hishshı̄ (1973: 133).
⁹⁶ Stern (1903: i. 110–13) mentions Ottoman and missionary hospitals for outcasts in Izmir, Damascus,

Baghdad, and Jerusalem. ⁹⁷ Harry Thwaites in Rogan (2002: 118–19). ⁹⁸ Stern (1903: 111).



grounds by her own cousins in 1936 over what appears to have been an inheri-
tance scheme. Only recently has this remarkable author and salonière been
restored to the canon of the Arabic revival movement—notably when the dis-
covery of the original medical report of her doctors debunked the myth of her
insanity.⁹⁹

Conclusion

Public health was a pervasive and city-structuring element in the nineteenth-
century Mediterranean world. The late Ottoman empire functioned as an
effective bulwark against the spread of epidemics to Europe. Where the plague
had involved theological debates, cholera brought scientific discourse, analyt-
ics of sexuality, and technologies of race to urban politics.¹⁰⁰ The struggle
against cholera united European, Ottoman, Egyptian and local hygienists and
integrated the Eastern Mediterranean and Ottoman provinces through a med-
ical network that spanned from Istanbul to Cairo and from Lyons to Beirut.

In terms of city–hinterland relations we have almost come full circle and
reached a double contradiction. On the one hand, while Beirut was considered
a healthy place when first civil war and then periodic outbreaks of cholera
threatened it from without, the city became considered as pathological pre-
cisely at a time when the municipality had actually stemmed the threat of dis-
ease visitation. On the other hand, while the Mountain had been identified by
Beirut’s municipal language as the locus of social disease in the immediate
aftermath of the civil war of 1860, in the 1890s the pristine nature of Mount
Lebanon came to be associated with cleanliness and even therapeutic qualities.
The mental asylum was established precisely on the lofty plains above Beirut in
order to cleanse the city of its outcasts. In other words, while fin de siècle Beirut
became measurably better equipped to maintain public health, the processes of
capitalist urbanization and an increasingly colonial discourse on health ren-
dered the condition of the new provincial capital ever more ‘prone’ and ‘at risk’.

Health and hygiene measures in their various manifestations (practical,
metaphorical, and discursive) played foundational roles in the new urban cul-
ture of the tanz. ı̄māt in general, and in the establishment of the Beirut munici-
pality in particular. The creation of the province of Beirut favoured the health
conditions of its capital where foreign and local medical experts collaborated to
improve the health conditions of this ‘teasingly’ modern city.
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⁹⁹ Ziegler (1999: 105).
¹⁰⁰ For an application of Michel Foucault’s notion of bio-politics to colonial situations, see Stoler (2000).



Hamidian institutions, too, helped root out cholera. Thus Beirut’s dynamic
developments in public health that this chapter has traced shatter the colonial
certainty that ‘hygiene wasn’t practiced at all under the Turks’.¹⁰¹ However,
after the typhoid outbreak of 1895 and into the new century, the discourses and
practices of colonial medicine took public health to a new level. The French
Medical Faculty, in particular the work of Benoît Boyer, and the Lebanese Hos-
pital for the Insane provided medical knowledge which informed the gendered
nature of French colonial discourse during the mandate period that Elizabeth
Thompson so painstakingly dissects.

War, Health, and Municipal Beirut 137

¹⁰¹ Thompson (1999: 77).



5

�
The Intermediary Bourgeoisie 

and Municipal Politics

‘Le réglement organique du nouveau cercle municipal de Beyrouth . . . a été
presque entièrement copié sur celui de Pera.’¹ Thus begins the first assessment
of the newly created municipal council in Beirut in 1868. Its two authors,
George Laurella and Edmond de Perthuis,² were to occupy municipal posts
until the 1877 law on provincial municipalities restricted membership of the
council to Ottoman subjects. The report of these two European business-
men—the former Austrian, the latter French—was full of praise for their local
colleagues on the council, which was ‘composed of enlightened and highly
spirited men. They capture all that is good for this city and country in this new
institution that represents a new step on the road to reform and progress. They
expend time and efforts to ensure its success.’³

Institutional exceptionalisms of Istanbul’s or Alexandria’s municipality have
dominated and shaped our understanding of the origins of modern urban
management in the Middle East.⁴ Traditionally, Orientalists and moderniza-
tion theorists have viewed early Ottoman municipalities as attempts to West-
ernize, and the dithering of these urban institutions as a symptom for larger
cultural ineptitudes. This is simplistic and misleading.

In the newspapers of the day, the municipality was represented and identi-
fied as the most important institution in Beirut. Ibrāhı̄m J. Thābit, who pub-

¹ MAE, Nantes, CB 1868–1913, carton 332, Beirut, 26 May 1868.
² We have encountered de Perthuis in previous chapters. George Laurella was from an Italian-Austrian

family in Trieste. It is likely that he was the son of Pietro Laurella, who had been a medical doctor in Beirut
for forty years, representing all nations as consul in Beirut since 1808, before he mysteriously disappeared in
1841. George Laurella’s daughter married Mūsā de Frayj in the 1880s. For more prosopographical details on
George Laurella and other municipal actors in this chapter, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: Annex).

³ MAE, Nantes, CB 1868–1913, carton 332, Beirut, 26 May 1868.
⁴ For decades, Gabriel Baer’s comparative article (1969) was treated as the yardstick for debates on urban

government in the modern Middle East.



lished an article on the state of Beirut in 1909, linked the condition of the city
to incipient nationalism: ‘One of the most interesting laws of sociology is cer-
tainly that of good administration of one’s place of residence, or the milieu
where one lives, that is to say one’s city and one’s homeland.’⁵ While local news-
papers often contested the municipal council’s efficacy to enforce and imple-
ment its imperatives—urban planning, market control, health, public
morality, and public welfare—this kind of coverage identified the municipa-
lity as the medium of the urban idea.

This chapter addresses a number of interconnected issues of Ottoman his-
toriography, urban institutions, and provincial paths to modernity. First, the
municipality of Beirut was modelled on Ottoman urban reforms in Istanbul.
To the extent that the eclectic municipal code of 1856 can be essentialized down
to Western roots, the transfer of municipal knowledge to provincial Beirut
erased all traces of singular and alien origins.

Second, while Beirut’s municipal origins were not directly linked to the city’s
growing encounter with the West, Beirut’s municipality was not solely an
imperial imposition from Istanbul either. Rather, the development of the
Beirut municipality was primarily born out of local contingency necessitated
by the refugee crisis and urban health concerns in the wake of civil war in
Mount Lebanon.

Third, despite its baptism of fire, Beirut’s heterogeneous population, and
port-city location, in the long run municipal council conformed much more to
the institutional ideal-type constructed by Ottoman law and its subsequent
scholars than the imperial capital and British-administered Alexandria them-
selves.⁶ Last but not least, this chapter explores the local merchants and urban
notables as an intermediary bourgeoisie whose socioeconomic status, involve-
ment in—and utilization of—the novel structures of the municipal council as
well as the electoral ways in which they came to represent the city, impacted
both the everyday life and the vision of Beirut.

Local Foreigners

The role of foreigners in late Ottoman cities has elicited an overwhelming por-
tion of academic attention either for their contribution to urban development
or for their culpability in stifling it.⁷ Steve Rosenthal convincingly argued that
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⁵ MAE, Nantes, CB 1868–1913, carton 332, enclosure: La Lumière (17 July 1909).
⁶ Compare Yerasimos (1992).
⁷ Rosenthal (1980b); Cleveland (1978: 33–61); Reimer (1997); Kark (1980: 117–41).



domestic politics determined the course and outcome of urban reform in 
Istanbul but that tragically improvements in urban planning paved the way for
financial dependency on European debtors and a colonial bifurcation of the
city. In contrast to the imperial capital, Beirut managed to avoid foreign domi-
nation of urban institutions. Provincial municipalities like Beirut’s were legi-
timate institutions and popularly accepted because they were integral to the
Ottoman state. Municipalities in the Ottoman empire generated, in the words
of urban anthropologist Anthony Leeds, ‘locality power in relation to supra-
local institutions’.⁸ In the case of Beirut, the municipality was central to the
production of space and the crystallization of a sense of locality. This sense of
locality was not determined by colonial dependency—despite chronic budget
deficits—but rather by an active network of local urban notables.

In Beirut, de Perthuis himself reserved staunch criticism for his fellow 
foreign residents who refused to pay their share of municipal taxes:

[The foreigners are] the first to complain about the ill-administration and the resulting
insalubrity, the traffic jams, the deficient regulations and policing—in one word the
insufficiency of the public services of the municipality. They forget that the services
benefit everybody regardless of their origins [and] can only function, if they are well
distributed and equitable, and if everyone in Turkey contributes as they do in other
countries . . . We cannot maintain [our] mandate for long if [foreigners] put us into 
a dishonest and unacceptable situation vis � vis our indigenous colleagues [in the 
council].⁹

As long-term residents of Beirut, de Perthuis and Laurella had a vested interest
(and, in the case of de Perthuis, a financial stake) in urban improvement. As
council members they took their new job seriously and accused their resident
fellow expatriates of myopia and lack of public spirit. The powerful plea from
de Perthuis quoted above hints at the fact that, at least for the duration of 
foreign membership, the municipality incorporated or absorbed the interests
of what were arguably Beirut’s most influential foreign residents in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Reading between de Perthuis’s lines, his 
anti-foreign accusations also impart an acute sense—indeed a fear—of the
changes and challenges that this new local institution might bring about in
relation to Beirut’s foreign community. What was looming for the European
communities through the introduction of regular municipal institutions was
an eclipse of the extraordinary consular powers gained in the wake of the
Crimean War.¹⁰
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⁸ Leeds (1973: 15–42). ⁹ MAE, Nantes, CB 1868–1913, carton 332, Beirut, 26 May 1868.
¹⁰ Iseminger (1968: 297–316).



To de Perthuis, the success of this municipal institution, integrated into a
modern bureaucratic hierarchy, meant a loss of political leverage by consuls
and, by extension, rendered foreign intervention in urban matters more illegi-
timate. Echoing de Perthuis, who acknowledged that the municipality was an
Ottoman institution, the British consul in Beirut concurred in 1871 that ‘the
days when Governor Generals trembled before Consular Dragomans had
passed—never it is hoped, to return . . . no Governor General would submit 
to the subserviency of a Consul which was common twenty years ago’.¹¹

One of the unknown legacies of Fu�ād Pasha, the special imperial envoy to 
war-torn Bilad al-Sham, was his contribution to the creation of the Beirut
municipality and the application of the Ottoman Land Code as a means to
manage the challenges to the city’s fiscal capacities. Before arriving in Beirut,
Fu�ād Pasha had been an instrumental figure in the struggle for the first
Ottoman municipality in Istanbul. Indeed, many of his duties as foreign mini-
ster in the late 1850s had consisted of negotiating with recalcitrant European
embassies the outlines of a municipal government for Istanbul. As a staunch
supporter of the municipal idea, he fought hard for the survival of the first
Ottoman municipal council of Galata and Pera against the machinations of the
foreign powers.¹²

While Fu�ād Pasha’s experience in Istanbul may explain his proclivity
towards implementing municipal government, the human misery he wit-
nessed in Beirut made swift action mandatory. The population of Beirut had
swollen between 1858 and 1863 from an estimated 50,000 to an estimated
70,000 inhabitants.¹³ The gargantuan task of emergency relief for the 
thousands of refugees flooding into the safe haven of Beirut from Damascus
and the embattled regions of Mount Lebanon was provided by an 
over-stretched body of international aid operations, benevolent societies, and
congregations that set up makeshift shelters across the city.¹⁴ Beirut itself 
was on the verge of sectarian violence in late June 1860 with vendetta squads
roaming the streets that were barely contained by a miniature Ottoman 
military presence and a disempowered notable leadership.¹⁵ Having restored
Ottoman law and order in Damascus by deterrence executions, Fu�ād Pasha
returned to Beirut where the residence of the European general consulates
required setting up his own headquarters for the duration of his eight months’
stay in Syria.
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¹¹ PRO, 78/2259, 9 Sept. 1871. Quoted in Gross (Ph.D. thesis, 1979: 161).
¹² See Rosenthal (1980b).
¹³ For a compilation of the diverse contemporary population estimates, see Davie (1996: 141).
¹⁴ Fawaz (1983: 54–6). ¹⁵ Ibid. 193.



The Municipality and the Application of the Land Code

The restoration of Ottoman order in Syria after the civil wars—skilfully
manœuvred by Fu�ād Pasha—had come at a huge fiscal price. In order to
finance the sum of indemnities to Christian victims, Fu�ād Pasha was forced to
raise special taxes from the province of Damascus and the port of Beirut in the
range of 6.5 million piastres.¹⁶ The desperate need for revenue in post-war
Beirut encouraged Fu�ād Pasha to apply vigorously the imperial Land Law of
1858 to the city where the annual tax income of merely 150,000 to 160,000 pias-
tres ‘ha[d] become incompatible with modern progress’.¹⁷ In the context of
Ottoman imperialism, ‘closing the gap with modernity’ meant first devising a
fiscal structure that would establish better knowledge and tighter control over
Beirut’s property relations for the benefit of effective surplus extraction and dis-
tribution of resources. Second, it meant more reliable planning of urban revi-
talization (in�āsh al-madı̄na¹⁸).

Prior to the tanz. ı̄māt, the governor general of the province of Sidon decided
over public work initiatives. Towns generally lacked budgetary autonomy.¹⁹ At
the same time, ‘particularly in port towns urban dwellers . . . were spared many
types of taxes, paying instead the traditional market dues (ih. tisāb resmi) and
customs duties imposed on goods imported and exported from the Empire’.²⁰
While the Gülhane Rescript of 1839 introduced individual taxation through
virgu (or per capita tax), the 1858 Land Law’s novelty was that urban property
and buildings—owned or rented—became subject to taxation in their own
right (as opposed to earlier modes that merely taxed the goods produced on or
in them). The legal stipulations affected the relationships of the urban-proper-
tied inhabitants not only with their government, but also with their city as they
reinforced the sense of locality and urban consciousness that came with hold-
ing a stake in the city or with paying taxes for property and public services.

A central concern of the imperial government was to maximize efficient land
use. To this effect, it needed to improve its knowledge of the actual size and
quality of Ottoman lands around the empire.²¹ In particular the fast-changing
geography and demography around expanding cities and towns required
imperial coordination, regulation, and planning. Indeed, the application of the
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¹⁶ Fawaz (1994: 169) and Gross (Ph.D. thesis, 1979: 49).
¹⁷ MAE, Nantes, CB 1887–1914, carton 340, 2 Feb. 1868.
¹⁸ ‘Urban rehabilitation’ became a central theme on the pages of H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār after 1860.
¹⁹ Abdel Nour (1982: 188). ²⁰ Shaw (1975: 421).
²¹ Rogan (1999: 83). The Ottoman Land Law was tr. by F. Ongley as The Ottoman Land Code (London,
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Ottoman Land Law in Beirut not only provided the legal framework for secu-
rity and transferability of title but also formalized—and arguably acceler-
ated—the process of extramural urbanization.

The urgency of property administration was second only to the issue of war
indemnities.²² On the basis of Fu�ād Pasha’s imperial property survey, which
according to a notice in H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār²³ was ‘nearly completed’ by 
October 1861, Beirut’s annual municipal revenue for subsequent years more
than quadrupled to 750,000 piastres.²⁴ Taxes on state land were raised in early
1861.²⁵ Fu�ād Pasha had negotiated a 7 per cent tax on property possessions with
the municipality (which rose to around 8.5 per cent by the end of the decade)
on the condition that 150,000 piastres were reinvested into Beirut’s urban
rehabilitation each year.

Municipal directives facilitated the development of a property market out-
side the city centre which for centuries had been sparsely populated. Around a
few strongly fortified outposts (e.g. Burj al-Kashshaf, Burj al-Barajna, Burj Abu
Haydar), most of the extramural land was legally considered araz.i emı̄riye, or
state land, often held as hereditary tax farms by Druze and Maronite muqāt.a �jis
of the adjacent mountain districts of Gharb al-Shuf and Kisrawan, such as the
Arslāns, Talh. ūqs, and the Khāzins. Construction on these fields, groves, and
wild orchards had been largely tolerated by local Ottoman governors prior to
the new Land Law but extramural insecurity was a constant menace.

For the aspiring merchant notables of Beirut, the summer heat and winter
floods in the city centre were an inconvenience and a health hazard they could
well afford to do without. With time, the legal protection of extramural resi-
dence turned the large plots of land around Beirut into smaller parcels as more
wealthy families purchased and populated land in the outskirts.

After Beirut was subordinated to the jurisdiction of Damascus in 1865,
urban authorities faced the problem that the promised revenues were no longer
redistributed directly to Beirut as previously agreed.²⁶ The landowners and
merchants of Beirut felt the economic repercussions of the abolition of the old
province of Sidon immediately. Moreover, the outbreak of cholera in 1865

reduced Beirut’s trade to tatters. In H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, editor-in-chief Khalı̄l
al-Khūrı̄ summed up the city’s plight as follows:

Last year Beirut was afflicted by severe financial setbacks leading to a suspension of its
trade. This is clearly a consequence of the abolition of the Eyalet of Sayda and the 
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²⁵ H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār (7 Mar. 1861).
²⁶ MAE, Nantes, CB 1887–1914, carton 340, Beirut, 10 Feb. 1868.



transfer of the centre of the province to Damascus. Foreigners cease to make station
[and] it did not take long before houses and shops had no tenants, income was reduced
and the prices for land plots dropped. There had been hope that the losses of the
Beirutis in land revenue could be made up by profits in trade this year, but the eco-
nomic depression and adverse conditions in the hinterland have tied up capital . . .
Beirut shivers at the dangers for its future.²⁷

The governorship of Meh. med Rashı̄d Pasha led Beirut out of this financial
crisis. Municipal governance was transformed into a locally elected rather 
than appointed body of personalities and, in order to address pressing 
financial issues more effectively, it was raised to the administrative status of 
the Sixth District of Istanbul Pera/Galata.²⁸ In fact, the first elections to 
the municipal council of Beirut were held only a few months after the 
Ottoman government decided to apply the municipal model of Pera and 
Galata to the rest of Istanbul.²⁹ Whereas, as Ussama Makdisi has argued, Fu�ād
Pasha’s pacification policies for the mountain were driven by a ‘temporal dis-
tancing’ and denied Mount Lebanon its coevalness with the imperial centre,
the city of Beirut had in a way entered the same ‘time zone of reform’ as 
Istanbul.³⁰ Or, in the medicalized vocabulary of modernization, the incuba-
tion period of imperial reform in Beirut was significantly shortened in the early
1860s.

The councillors were elected by an assembly of local notables presided over
by Rashı̄d Pasha. Judging by the euphoric reception by the French consulate, it
proved a success. Six Sunni Muslims, one Greek Orthodox (H. abı̄b Bust.rus),
one Greek Catholic (Nakhla Mudawwar), one Maronite (Yūsuf Thābit), one
Armenian Catholic (Nas.rallah Khayyāt.), and two foreign entrepreneurs,
Edmund de Perthuis and George Laurella, were elected. Ah.mad Pasha Abāz. a
was appointed president of the first municipal council. Before his council was
sworn in by Rashı̄d Pasha, its members made their mandate conditional on
being granted a larger degree of fiscal independence from the central authori-
ties in Damascus which, they argued, ‘has interfered negatively in affairs
regarding the city of Beirut’.³¹ After tough imperial–local negotiations, the
municipality was guaranteed a budget of no less than 300,000 piastres, of
which 150,000 piastres annually were promised as imperial redistribution in
return for local property revenue.³²
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²⁷ H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār (28 May 1867).
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³⁰ Makdisi (2002b : 601–17). Here Makdisi takes his cue from Fabian (1983).
³¹ MAE, Nantes, CB 1887–1914, carton 340, 10 Feb. 1868, report by the French consul. ³² Ibid.



The Composition of the Municipal Council, 
1868–1908

Figure 3 is a tabulation of the terms of office of all one hundred municipal
councillors between 1868 and 1908 that I could find in the Ottoman provincial
almanacs (or salnames) and in local election coverage in Thamarāt al-Funūn
and Lisān al-Hāl.

One of the most striking features of the municipal councillors was the con-
spicuous absence of scions of Druze and Maronite muqāt.a �jis—or rural land-
lords—who had dominated Beirut from the surrounding mountain districts of
Kisrawan, Matn, and Gharb al-Shuf since the seventeenth century. Strict legal
residence requirements may account for the lack of their involvement in
municipal politics. Those Maronites who were active in the municipal council
were young professionals, lawyers, merchants, and journalists of non-feudal
genealogy whose parents or grandparents had settled in Beirut as scribes and
merchants.³³ Many had championed the Franco-Maronite alliance for a
Maronite Mountain in the 1850s and 1860s and were collectively known as the
‘Young Maronite League’, which was formed by the bishop of Beirut during
the civil war. Catalysed by the defeat of Yūsuf Karam Bey in 1866, this group
dissolved and its members acquiesced to Ottoman rule. They began to iden-
tify with and actively promote what Albert Hourani considered ‘the ideology
of the city’.³⁴

The complete absence of any Druze member in forty years of municipal 
history is significant. As I argued at the beginning of this book, Druze
landowners were systematically expropriated in the first half of the nineteenth
century. The Druze who remained or who arrived anew may not have fulfilled
the tax requirement or if, indeed, they ever stood for office—only records of the
successful candidates exist—they may simply not have been able to rally 
sufficient votes. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Druze con-
stituted the most underrepresented and politically marginalized religious 
community in Beirut.

To the extent that municipal members functioned as patrons to the confes-
sional and residential constituencies that voted for them, promoting clientelist
agendas had to be squared with the general Ottoman reform discourse as well
as the letter and spirit of the municipal law in particular. Sporadic communal
violence was commonplace in Beirut. Nevertheless such outbreaks should not
be treated as a rule. In the future-oriented municipal discourse of the age, they
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ā s
, M

uh
am

m
ad

 K
ha

yr
ı

B
ad

rā
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ā n

ı, 
‘A

bd
 a

l-
Q

ād
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bā

 n
ı, 

Sa
‘a

d 
al

-D
ın

al
-Q

ab
bā

 n
ı, 

‘A
bd

 a
l-

Q
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were viewed by Ottoman governors, local journalists, and municipal members
alike as dangerous instances of deviance and as obstinate remnants of a back-
ward past which undermined the ‘enlightened’ municipal project of moder-
nization and urban reform.

It is in this sense that the institution of the municipality transcended the
communal politics of Beirut’s various confessional groups. Although millets
were organized as political communities and although their leaders 
often tended to agree on candidates for the municipal council before the 
election, the municipal council was more than the sum of its composite 
confessions. Confessional block voting for the municipal council was
checked—if not explicitly by law—by an in-built mixture of confessional and
residency requirement in the electoral procedures and geography. This led to a
surprising degree of fluctuation of the confessional quotas on the council 
(Figure 4).

Moral indignation by municipal members and local journalists as well as 
ad hoc intervention by Ottoman governors worked to prevent rare cases in
Beirut of slanting municipal law. When the first full municipal elections 
during Sultan Abdülhamid’s rule were held in the spring of 1878, �Abd al-Qādir
al-Qabbānı̄ emerged as the moral guardian of the civic nature of the 
municipality. In his newspaper, Thamarāt al-Funūn, he published a number 
of lengthy, pedagogical articles on the virtues of municipal government 
and printed the Arabic translation of the Ottoman Municipal Law of 1877.³⁵
Qabbānı̄ accused the muftı̄ of Beirut, �Abd al-Bāsit. Fākhūrı̄, of using his 
religious network to encourage Sunni block voting. Qabbānı̄’s accusations
against this most senior of �ulamā � in Beirut were presented in no uncertain
binary terms between his adversary’s ‘age of tyranny’ and his own age of ‘free
choice’.³⁶

This conflict between two powerful representatives of the conservative and
reformist camps in Beirut politics confirms another conspicuous absence from
the list of municipal members: the urban Sunni group of �ulamā �. After 1888,
muftı̄s, faqı̄hs, and naqı̄bs al-ashrāf were guaranteed permanent positions on
the provincial council, and some of them played an important role in the elec-
toral college for the municipal council. But families from Beirut’s religious
estate, like Fākhūrı̄, al-Kastı̄, al-Nah.h. ās, al-Khālid, al-Nabh. ānı̄, Najjā, �Abbās, 
al-Unsı̄, al-Ah.dāb, and al-H. ūt did not enter the municipal council. Those
members in the early decades of the municipality who hailed from important
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³⁵ Thamarāt al-Funūn (14 Jan. 1878). ³⁶ Shareef (MA thesis, 1998: 52).



�ulamā � families of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, like Ah.mad
Bakrı̄ �Arı̄s and �Abd al-Qādir Barbı̄r, were eligible for their own credentials but
owed their status to that of their forefathers. Christian religious dignitaries—
patriarchs, priests, and clergymen—were equally absent from the municipal
council.
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Municipal Elections

Arguably the most important specification in the municipal law of 1877 was the
election process.³⁷ The municipal members were chosen in a long, highly pub-
lic, and, indeed, publicized process that merits a detailed analysis. Voting was
restricted to male Beirut residents above 25 years of age who paid a minimum
of one hundred Ottoman piastres of (unspecified) tax annually and held no
criminal record. Candidates for municipal office had to be 30 years of age,
Ottoman residents in Beirut of at least ten years’ standing, fluent in Ottoman,
and hold no criminal record or parallel employment in foreign institutions.

Although the phrase ‘notable of the city’ was dropped from the 1867 law, by
the time the 1913 Administrative Law was passed eligibility hinged on payment
of an annual property tax of £150 sterling.³⁸ Clearly, the number of eligible can-
didates was limited as this was not a system of universal suffrage. The 
policy was to incorporate extant local elites into a tighter imperial power struc-
ture. In 1880, for example, Henry Jessup estimated that 461 Christians of var-
ied denominations and 263 (Sunni) Muslims were eligible to stand for
municipal elections.³⁹ In a city nearing the 100,000 mark this was less than 1
per cent of the total population.

Before the residents voted for the candidates, an elaborate vetting process
took place, which usually lasted from December to February. The municipal
president asked imāms, priests, and quarter officials (mukhtārs) to nominate
two candidates from their neighbourhood towards an Electoral College. This
assembly then proceeded to draw up two lists of residents, one for the eligible
voters and one for candidates. Within fifteen days these lists were required to
be posted at public places where they remained for eight days. During this
time, the public was entitled to challenge the list for names omitted or ineligi-
ble candidates. Usually by 1 February, the candidates of the respective quarters
were required to present themselves to the electorate. The voting took place
over the following ten days by district, and was cast by ‘secret ballot into one
urn, the keys to which were kept by the municipal president and the most 
senior member of the Electoral College’. After the election, the votes were
counted and recorded by the members of the Electoral College. The results
were handed over to the local authorities in a report. Upon official verification,
the results were announced in an official notification.⁴⁰
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³⁷ BBA, YEE, 37, 302/47/112, 5 Oct. 1877, ch. 4, artis. 40–1.
³⁸ See George Antonius, ‘Interim Report, Final Version [June 2, 1924]’, art. 18. Quoted in Boyle (2001:

309). To compare the Ottoman to the French mandate municipal laws, see Ritsher (1934).
³⁹ Jessup (1910: ii. 466). ⁴⁰ Young (1906–7: i. 73).



No systematic data exist on election results and those results that were pub-
lished in the local press normally only contained the votes for the winners. In
the 1893 elections, for example, Thamarāt al-Funūn reported that 8,892 votes
were cast for the candidates.⁴¹ Two years later, the newspaper announced that
a total of 10,473 votes were cast for six municipal posts.⁴² As a rule, half the
council was up for election annually, but some members managed to get 
re-elected up to five times (see Fig. 3). On at least three occasions, in 1878/9,
1892/3, and 1898, the governor dissolved the municipal council. In the 1878/9
election, of the twelve successful candidates, Bishāra Efendi Hānı̄ received
most votes (672) and Hannā Efendi T.rād fewest (318). Despite Hānı̄’s victory,
Ibrāhı̄m Bey Fakhrı̄ was appointed president with the second highest score as
the president had to be a Sunni Muslim.⁴³

In the 1892/3 general election, Muh.ammad Efendi al-Khawja received 1,113
votes, closely followed by Nakhla Jirjis Efendi Tuwaynı̄ with 1,033. This time
round, Bishāra Efendi Hānı̄ only just scraped through with 612, the lowest
score of all elected members. Although Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n Efendi H. amāda
achieved a meagre 675 votes, the council members re-elected him as president
in an internal vote.⁴⁴ Elections were clearly very competitive and a matter of a
few votes could decide the success or failure of a candidacy.

Despite their frequent change of location the municipal offices always
remained in the triangle between old city, Sahat al-Burj, and the port. At the
centre of political and economic power in Beirut it dominated the outlying fif-
teen districts as it delegated the control over the electoral geography to local
mukhtārs (Christian or Muslim ‘majors’ depending on the quarter) and Sunni
imāms in the city (Table 3).

These mukhtārs and imāms played a pivotal role in the municipal affairs of
fin de siècle Beirut.⁴⁵They not only staffed the Electoral College once every two
years, but were also people’s representatives in dealing with state authorities
and arbitrators in quarter affairs. At the same time, they were considered the
executive arm of the municipality. The mukhtārs held a tacit policing and
mobilizing role in their respective quarters. Most quarters had a Sunni and a
Christian mukhtār, evidence of the general prevalence of confessionally mixed
quarters in the late Ottoman period (see Map 6).

Only two eastern districts, Ashrafiyya (Maronite) and Rumayl/Jumayza
(Greek Orthodox), had one mukhtār. The Protestants—fewest in number and
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⁴¹ Thamarāt al-Funūn (2 Jan. 1893). ⁴² Thamarāt al-Funūn (25 Feb. 1895).
⁴³ Lisān al-H. āl (18 July 1878). ⁴⁴ Thamarāt al-Funūn (21 Jan. 1893).
⁴⁵ The mukhtār in late Ottoman Beirut evolved out of—and held similar functions to—the shaykh al-

hāra in pre-Tanz.ı̄māt times. See Abdel Nour (1982: 163).



Table 3. Geographical and confessional distribution of Beirut’s mukhtārs and
imāms in 1909

Mukhtārs and Imāms Quarter

A (Sunni) (intramuros)
Imām : Shaykh Ah.mad al-Nah.h. ās (1) Mahallat al-Sharqiyya, (2) Rijal al-Arba�in, 
Mukhtār : Hājj �Abdallah al-Jayzı̄ (3) al-Darka, (4) al-Tuba, (5) al-Khadra

B (Sunni) (intramuros)
Imām : Shaykh Ibrāhı̄m al-Majdhūb (6) Mahallat al-Gharbiyya, (7) Hamam 
Mukhtār : Muh.ammad al-Rayyis al-Saghir, (8) al-Shaykh Raslan,  
Mukhtār : Salı̄m T. abbāra (9) al-Fakhuri, (10) al-Dabbagha

C (Christian mukhtars) (intramuros)
Mukhtār : H. abı̄b al-Shāmı̄ (1) and (2) Da�ira (central) and their 
Mukhtār : Majı̄d Ma�rabas dependencies, al-Balda (city centre) and

(11) al-Sayfi

D (Sunni) (south-western districts)
Imām : Shaykh Munı̄r Jamāl al-Dı̄n (12) al-Bashura, (13) Maydan al-Mazra’a,
Mukhtārs : Salı̄m Jawhar, Rajab al-�Umarı̄ (14) Mazra�at al-�Arab [(25) Museitbeh?]

E (Maronite and Greek Orthodox) (south-eastern, south central districts)
Mukhtārs : Khalı̄l Qalawz, Mitrı̄ al-Jamı̄l (12) al-Bashura, (15) al-Qirat,

(16) al-Ashrafiyya

F (Sunni) (south-central district)
Imām : Shaykh �Abdallah Khālid, (17) Ras al-Naba� (west)
Mukhtārs : Hājj �Abd al-Qādir Al-Shi�ār, 
Yūsuf Qrunful

G (Sunni) (south central, south-eastern districts)
Imām : Shaykh Khud.r Khālid (18) Ras al-Naba� (east), (16) al-Ashrafiyya
Mukhtār : Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n Bayd. ūn

H (Maronite) (south central districts)
Mukhtār : Filip al-Brins (17 and 18) Ras al-Naba�, and dependencies

I (Maronite and Greek Orthodox) (south-eastern districts)
Mukhtār.s : Fad. ūl S.abbāgh, Eliās Kurm (16) Ashrafiyya and dependencies

J (Sunni) (south-western districts)
Imām : Shaykh �Abd al-Ghānı̄ al-Bundāq, (19) Zuqaq al-Blat, (20) Jumayze al-Yamin
Mukhtārs : Rashı̄d Sa�āda, �Umar al-Dibs

K (Sunni) (far western district)
Imām : Shaykh �Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-Bundāq (21) Ras Bayrut, (not listed as district) Jubb 
Mukhtār : Hājj �Abd al-Qādir al-�Ītānı̄ al-Nakhl

K (Sunni) (western coastal districts)
Imām : Shaykh Tawfı̄q al-Hibrı̄, (22) Minet al-Husn, (23) �Ain al-Mreisse
Mukhtārs : Yūsuf Iskandarānı̄,
Hājj Muh.ammad Fākhūrı̄

L (Maronite and Greek Orthodox) (western coastal districts)
Mukhtars : Jibrān al-H. addād, Jirjı̄ Qashū� (22) Minet al-Husn, (23) �Ain al-Mreisse

M (Greek Orthodox) (far eastern coastal districts)
Mukhtār : Elias Rubays (24) Hayy al-Rumayl and dependencies

[(26) Rumayl?]

O (Protestant community for all Beirut)
Mukhtār : Salı̄m Darwı̄sh

Source : al-Unsı̄ (1910/11: 117–18).
Note : Of the officially listed quarters of Beirut, Museitbeh and al Raml have no independent mayor. Common area
names like Qantari, Ghalghul, Wadi Abu Jamil, Sanaya, Manara, Zaytuneh, Santiyya, and Hawdh Sa�atiyya did not
constitute electoral entities c.1909.



probably most scattered geographically—formed the only community that
had a confessional mukhtār for the entire city. Fourteen electoral quarters and
thirty-one confessional representatives are a reflection of mixed quarters. The
in-built, joined residency-confession requirement in the Electoral College con-
ventions may explain the varying confessional ratios in the council over the
forty years examined (Figure 4). Moreover, this structure of street-level politics
became a vital asset to zu�āma leadership after the Young Turk revolution of
1908 and into the French mandate period. In fact, when the Lebanese civil war
broke out in 1975 and Beirut came to be divided into a patchwork of neigh-
bourhoods, the mukhtār system continued to provide a modicum of services
even as the za�ı̄ms lost control of the streets.⁴⁶

Continuity and Change in the Municipal Presidency

Egyptian rule over Beirut may have ended officially in 1840 but the legacy 
of the urban administration put in place by Ibrāhı̄m Pasha in the early 1830s
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⁴⁶ See Beyhum (Ph.D. thesis, 1991).

Map. 6. Beirut map containing names of electoral districts and police stations (Hanssen
2004 based on Beirut Water Company Map, 1908)



continued for much of the nineteenth century. A long lineage of municipal
presidents with Egyptian origins was finally interrupted in 1893 when
Muh.ammad Bayhum successfully challenged Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n H. amāda. More-
over, the members of Ibrāhı̄m Pasha’s advisory council in the 1830s were distin-
guished local merchants whose families were to dominate Beirut’s municipal
affairs until the early twentieth century.

Until the 1880s, the Ottoman governors appointed municipal presidents
from the ranks of Egyptian families who had stayed on. The first municipal
president, Ah.mad Pasha Abāz.a, was himself a junior officer in the Egyptian
army and a member of Ibrāhı̄m Pasha’s advisory council before his appoint-
ment as the president of the first elected municipal council in 1868. His succes-
sor Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey was the son of Mah.mūd Nāmı̄ Bey, the governor of
Beirut during the 1830s whose given name may well have been a homage to the
commander of the Egyptian army, Ibrāhı̄m Pasha. Like his father, Ibrāhı̄m
Fakhrı̄ was a much respected and very active lieutenant of the provincial
authority. During the time of Midh.at Pasha’s provincial reforms, he became the
first president with an identifiable urban vision for Beirut.

The last municipal president of Egyptian background was also the longest-
serving member on the council. From 1875 to 1893, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n H. amāda
shaped municipal affairs, the last eleven years as president. He was a son of the
military officer �Abd al-Fattāh. agha, who was a member of the original advi-
sory council and who managed Beirut’s affairs from the Egyptian withdrawal
to his death in 1858.⁴⁷

The successful challenge of H. amāda by Muh.ammad Bayhum in the early
1890s marked a sea change in Beirut’s administration.⁴⁸ Bayhum’s appoint-
ment meant a switch from presidents with an Egyptian military or engineering
background to a leading civilian merchant notable. The next municipal presi-
dent, the reformist �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄, was noted for his journalistic
and educational work and reappears as a central urban figure in this book.

After a brief presidential interlude by �Abd al-Rah.mān Bayd.ūn—about
whom little is known—�Abd al-Qādir al-Danā was appointed to the municipal
presidency. A successful merchant and an ardent Ottomanist, he translated
Ah.med Cevdet’s Tārı̄h Devlet-i Osmānı̄ into Arabic. He was a personal friend
of the grand vizier Kāmil Pasha with whom he joined the Syrian Scientific Soci-
ety in 1867. Two decades later he launched the official provincial gazette Bayrūt
and in 1907 he was instrumental in reviving the maqās.id khayriyya society
together with �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄.
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⁴⁷ See Ch. 1.
⁴⁸ See Shareef (1998). On the rivalry between the two families, see Yazbak (1955: 173–4).



The municipal presidency sharply reflected the larger social and intellectual
trends of Beirut’s urban elites during Abdülhamid’s rule: urban rehabilitation,
commerce, journalism, and education. Unfortunately, much less systematic
information exists on the Young Turk period. However, one landmark event
requires closer examination: the temporary partition of the municipality into
an eastern and a western sector in 1909.

Beirut: East–West

Although the Ottoman municipal law of 1877 stipulated that cities with a 
population of over 40,000 should be granted two municipalities, in practice
few large cities made use of this article. The authorities in Damascus experi-
mented on a number of occasions with multiple municipal authorities as a way
to improve urban services. Between 1884 and 1886, 1895 and 1897, and between
1905 and 1909, up to four municipal councils existed in Damascus.⁴⁹ In Beirut,
too, there were suggestions, notably from the Maronite weekly newspaper, al-
Bashı̄r, of dividing the municipality into two. Reporting on a previous article
in al-Bashı̄r, Thamarāt al-Funūn informed its readership that

the municipal department has refrained from dividing the municipality in two parts
and to charge the department as a whole. This is a subject that needs investigation
because the municipal law permits stipulations for a city’s size and Beirut has started to
grow, increase its constructions and expand its roads. The precedent had been an
attempt to divide Damascus municipality into four sectors, then two but now it is
going to stay as it was before.⁵⁰

When the Beirut municipality did get divided into an eastern and western sec-
tor, it did not happen as the consequence of al-Bashı̄r’s Maronite disaffection
with a Sunni-dominated municipal council. Rather it was rooted in an intra-
Sunni power struggle between the municipal inspector, Munı̄h. Ramad.ān, and
the president of the municipal council, �Abd al-Qādir al-Danā. The latter had
been elected to the presidency in 1906 ‘owing to his popularity with Muslims
and Christians’.⁵¹ But when ‘the sultan allocated funds from the imperial
municipal departments in Istanbul to be spent on construction and improve-
ment’, Munı̄h. Ramad.ān submitted a report to the Ottoman government in
Istanbul alleging ‘that a large part of the money procured for public construc-
tion and decoration was actually used by �Abd al-Qādir al-Danā for personal
gain and stolen from the municipal treasury’.⁵²
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This was a serious accusation against one of the local favourites of the
Ottoman authorities. Although it was never confirmed that al-Danā embez-
zled municipal funds, his reputation was tarred. Al-Danā died soon afterwards,
but Ramad. ān’s career took a step up the Ottoman ladder. When the governor
general saw no other way out of the general malaise of the municipality of
Beirut than to divide it into two sectors, he appointed Munı̄h. Ramad. ān as the
president of the western sector. For a brief period, West Beirut was adminis-
tered by a Sunni president and the eastern part by the Greek Orthodox mer-
chant But.rus al-Dāghir.⁵³ The experiment did not work as ‘the two
municipalities rivalled against each other in the worst fashion’.⁵⁴ When a new
governor general arrived, he immediately reverted to the old scheme. Despite
‘vehement protest led by those who lost their municipal seat as a consequence,
the Council of State [in Istanbul] approved of the decision’ and Beirut’s munic-
ipality was reunified.⁵⁵

Some Observations on Beirut’s Municipal Councillors

The councillors of the Beirut municipality shared a measure of Mediterranean
cosmopolitanism with wealthy inhabitants of other trading centres in the 
Levant and Bilad al-Sham, often through marriage, business ties, and exchange
of ideas.⁵⁶ But the municipal members’ public and intellectual involvement in
everyday activities—political, but also social and, above all, cultural—is a
measure of their rootedness in—and identification with—the city of Beirut.
Although many of the merchant council members spent much of their time
abroad, in Istanbul, Egypt, or Europe, they needed to be registered as Beirutis
during their absence to be eligible, and naturally had to be ‘in residence’ during
their term of office.

Membership of the municipal council may not have yielded much in the
way of pecuniary reward, but additional income was hardly an incentive to
stand for election. The council members enjoyed autonomous sources of
income. Definitionally closer to Weber’s notion of Honoratioren (‘local digni-
taries’) than Hourani’s use of Weber’s ‘patriciate’,⁵⁷ Beirut’s municipal mem-
bers were ‘individuals whose economic situation allowed them to be publicly
active . . . and whose social esteem and respect among the people they are to
represent, evoked sufficient integrity to be trusted with authority . . . They
have the means to live for politics without living from it.’⁵⁸
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Who was related to whom, who socialized with whom, who supported
whose policies in the municipal council? Biographical origins and common
career patterns may serve as keys to understand underlying group identities,
structures, and political relations of Beirut’s elite society, but they need to be
treated with caution.⁵⁹ Geographical, confessional, or occupational similarity
cannot be treated as automatic indicators of common social identities or politi-
cal agendas on the municipal council. Alliances, even within given families
from one generation to the next, were always likely to change over time.⁶⁰

Nevertheless, the high degree of genealogical continuity (grandfather, father,
brother, son) on the municipal council was matched by an equally high degree
of the councillors’ memberships in the highly influential political lobby groups
and literary organizations. These observations allow us to infer that over gener-
ations certain Beiruti families held a lasting group identification with the city
and that they valued the municipality as the place to act out their identification.
Generally, socio-political allegiances appeared to be organized around clusters
of families linked by marriage and inheritance, residence and professional ties.

Although there were exceptions, the council normally consisted of twelve
members. In forty years of municipal councils, 40 Sunnis (26 families), 28

Greek Orthodox (15 families), 23 Maronites (19 families), three Roman
Catholics (two foreigners before the 1877 law abolished foreign membership),
two Greek Catholics (one family), two Protestants, one Armenian Catholic,
and one Jew shaped Beirut’s municipal affairs—a ratio that largely represents
the confessional distribution of Beirut’s population, with a slight overrepresen-
tation of Sunnis and a gross underrepresentation of the Druzes.

Of the one hundred municipal biographies studied, 41 per cent had either
petitioned personally for the creation of Beirut as a provincial capital in 1865, or
their immediate, paternal relatives—brothers, fathers, or grandfathers—had
and at least seventeen members (or first degree relatives: brother or son) were
involved in the Beirut Reform Committee of 1913.⁶¹ The municipality formed
the nucleus in the struggle for the political capitalization of Beirut. Identifica-
tion with Beirut and promotion of the city’s interest vis-à-vis Damascus and
other coastal cities were two sides of the same coin. Both positions promised to
launch and/or perpetuate their prominence in the city and the empire.

The majority of the members were merchants, entrepreneurs, bankers, or
real estate owners. The Bayhums were easily the most active family force on the
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municipal council. Out of eight municipal presidents between 1860 and 1908,
two were Bayhums: Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n and Muh.ammad. The Egyptian traveller
Shaykh Muh.ammad �Abd al-Jawwād al-Qāyātı̄’s description of the Bayhums’
wealth as consisting of ‘lofty villas (qus.ūr) and houses (buyūt), vast properties
and plots of land, caravansarays (khānāt) and shops (khānawāt)’ is an extreme
example of the general affluence of other member families.⁶² The leading 
families on the council possessed regional—in the case of the Bayhums, the
Dā�ūqs, and the Ghandūrs—and international trading networks, such as the
Sursuqs or the T.rāds.

Others owned banking houses, like Jabbūr T. abı̄b or Albert Bassūl. Signifi-
cantly, a few members even were concessionaires and executive members of
international investment companies themselves, like Bishāra S.abbāgh. The
vast majority of council members were big merchants in and of Beirut and sev-
eral members were also active in Beirut’s chamber of commerce.⁶³ Often mer-
chant members benefited privately after their terms in public office expired.
Al-Qāyātı̄ noticed on his visit to Beirut in 1882 that ‘Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n Bayhum,
formerly a municipal president, has now expanded his textile business basking
in great wealth and affluence.’⁶⁴

A small but significant number of councillors were what I would consider
career bureaucrats in the Ottoman administration. These bureaucrats did not
necessarily depend financially on the Ottoman administration—Ottoman
salaries were a fraction of what a successful merchant would earn. Nevertheless,
working for the Ottoman state endowed individuals with social status, par-
ticipatory and transformative urban power. �Umar Ramad.ān’s father, �Abd 
al-Ghanı̄ Efendi, reportedly had ten sons, most of whom rose to eminent 
positions in the Ottoman civil service.⁶⁵ Amı̄n agha Ramad.ān had been in the
Egyptian urban council for Beirut under Ibrahim Pasha in the 1830s, while his
son became a member of the advisory council in the province of Syria a gener-
ation later. �Ārif Bey Ramad.ān was a clerk in the grand vizier’s office and Munı̄h.
Bey we have already encountered as a long-serving municipal inspector in
Beirut. As the only municipal member with a direct family background in the
military estate, �Umar Ramad.ān constituted a noteworthy exception to the
general civilian profile of the municipal council.
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⁶² al-Qāyātı̄ (1981: 12–20).
⁶³ For a list of members of Beirut’s chamber of commerce, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: Annex).
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when they lived in Suq Bazarkan. In 1843 the family registered a waqf endowment in the name of �Umar’s
father, Amı̄n agha Ramad.ān.



Generally, the transition from big merchants to literary elites came via
employment with the Ottoman state. For example, over four generations, the
Yārids ‘metamorphosed’ from advisory positions in al-Jazzār’s Acre, to mer-
chants in Beirut, to service in the Ottoman bureaucracy, and finally—in the
fourth generation—to journalistic activity in C. airo’s press. Municipal presi-
dent in the 1900s, �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄ combined all these metamor-
phoses in his own lifetime.⁶⁶ Educated at al-Bustānı̄’s National School
(al-madrasa al-wat.aniyya), Qabbānı̄ was a popular official in various depart-
ments of the provincial administration, the first president of the charitable
Muslim organization al-maqās.id al-khayriyya, and the editor-in-chief of
Thamarāt al-Funūn, before his Hamidian proclivities caused a temporary
demise during the Young Turk era.

The families of the council members generally held considerable urban
waqf properties and/or were owners of large wikālas, streets, and entire sūqs.
They also started to invest their fortunes in land outside the city of Beirut. It
appears that the boundaries between different modes of wealth accumulation
were too blurred to be significant in the politics of Beirut’s municipal council,
particularly since land could be bought freely on the market after the applica-
tion of the Land Law to Beirut. More significant was the tendency amongst
municipal members to cultivate the new quarters by founding schools, hospi-
tals, mosques, churches, printing houses, and benevolent organizations.

Thus, one unexpected discovery accrued from the profiles of municipal
members is the significant overlap of Beirut’s literary elites and council mem-
bers. Three municipal members had been personally involved in Beirut’s first
Oriental Society between 1847 and 1852 (and seven close relatives). Fourteen
municipal councillors were also members of al-jam�iyya al-�ilmiyya al-sūriyya,
1867–8. Finally, eight original members of the jam�iyya al-maqās.id al-khayriyya
were—or after its dissolution in 1880/1 became—municipal councillors.⁶⁷

Likewise, the link between Beirut journalists and the council members is
striking.⁶⁸ There were over a dozen families of owners, editors, publishers, and
correspondents of local newspapers such as H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, Thamarāt 
al-Funūn, Lisān al-H. āl, al-Jinān, al-Taqaddum, and al-Mah.abba. Moreover,
brothers and paternal relatives of Beirut’s municipal members were influential
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⁶⁶ �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄ was born in Beirut in 1847 and died there in 1935.
⁶⁷ For a list of members of Beirut’s literary societies, see Hanssen (D.Phil. thesis, 2001: Annex).
⁶⁸ Intellectuals and literati were not comparable to their counterparts in Europe who, to make a living,

‘held minor posts in public offices’. See Zweig (1998: 160). In 19th-century Beirut, journalism was rarely a
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in Istanbul’s and Egypt’s press. Their articles in al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄ and in
Fāris al-Shidyāq’s al-Jawā �ib in Istanbul, al-Nakhla, al-Is.lāh, al-Manār, and al-
Ah.rām in Cairo, or al-Bas.ı̄ra in Tunis suggest an incipient network of intellec-
tuals around the Eastern Mediterranean.

In Beirut and connected cities, articles on the duties of modern municipal
government reflected subtle campaign tactics by journalists with political
ambitions. Compared to the largely foreign-run municipalities of Alexandria
and Istanbul, it was Beirut’s second generation of indigenous literary elites,
born into the Ottoman age of reforms, who used the municipality to translate
their social ideas and urban concepts into practical application: through the
municipality’s implementation of urban planning and regulations, through the
construction of public utilities, or through personal funding of parks and local
schools.

Like many municipal members, Ibrāhı̄m Bey al Aswad (1851–1940) learnt
Ottoman at Bustānı̄’s National School. He started his career in the Ottoman
administration of Mount Lebanon before he opened the Lubnān printing press
in 1891. Later he became the editor of the journal Lubnān, the author of the
directories Dalı̄l Lubnān, and published the influential history book Tanwı̄r 
al-Adhh. ān fi Tārı̄kh Lubnān in 1925.

Some municipal members had been celebrated poets in the Arab world prior
to their election and became members of the Ottoman parliament, such as
H. usayn Bayhum (1833–81).⁶⁹ Others went on to become notable authors and
educational activists after their term of office, such as his son and Arab nation-
alist Ah.mad Mukhtār Bayhum (1878–1922). In 1886, wat.aniyya graduate �Abd
al-Qādir al-Danā (1844–1910) established the Bayrūt printing press in Suq 
Sursuq where he and his brothers published the official Ottoman Bayrūt
Gazetesi. The Mudawwars—among many other cultural activities—funded
and co-edited the newspaper H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, while Rizqallah Khad.rā was
the owner of Beirut’s al-Mat.ba�a al-�umūmiyya and composed a noted hagiog-
raphy on Marun, the patron saint of the Maronite community.

By far the most influential intellectual who was also a member of the Beirut
municipality was Salı̄m al-Bustānı̄. A polymath like his father But.rus, the
younger Bustānı̄ wrote a host of serialized historical novels—the first of the
Arab world—in which he further developed his father’s thoughts on Syria as a
homeland embedded in Ottoman Arab history.⁷⁰ Moreover, as editor of the
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influential monthly journal al-Jinān, Salı̄m was the first Arab intellectual
whose editorials and political commentaries—the most enduring form of
engaged Arabic literature to this day⁷¹—became powerful public opinion
shapers. He was arguably the most important socio-political thinker in Beirut
in the 1870s and the 1880s, treating such topics as human rights, the �Urabi
Revolt in Egypt, the Franco-Prussian War, religion, education, and the spirit of
the age.

Conclusion

In Beirut as in Damascus, the most attractive channels of urban power and par-
ticipation were the municipal and the provincial councils whose members
wielded a high degree of decision-making power over the allocation of taxes,
public construction, and planning procedures. The same individuals, and
often family clusters, who struggled in petitions or in editorials for the creation
of a provincial capital in Beirut reappear on the municipal council.

From the perspective of the Ottoman government, the municipality and
other local and provincial forms of participation incorporated a socio-
economic elite in the making into the political and cultural orbits of the state.
From the point of view of the local and provincial notables, participation in
Ottoman institutions and the reform project solidified their informal social
ascendancy in a new formalized political realm.

I have argued that in provincial Beirut, this arrangement developed not
merely in imitation of some Western ideal of modern governance. Rather, the
Ottoman municipal council in Beirut emerged out of the application of 
the Istanbul model of Ottoman municipal reform on the one hand, and the
humanitarian crisis and the urgency of health concerns in the wake of the civil
war in Mount Lebanon on the other.

In the long run, participatory institutions brought along important modifi-
cations of existing patterns in the politics of notables, in terms of power-
sharing, compromise, and cooperative decision-making for the sake of public
welfare. The collective urban strategies of Beiruti notables reacted to changing
conditions in the political economy of the Ottoman–Mediterranean world.
Ultimately, however, local merchants and urban notables also produced spe-
cific perceptions of modern urbanity and discourses of progress and prosperity
around the municipality that sustained Beirut as a provincial capital. It was
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around these discourses that urban spaces in fin de siècle Beirut were contested
and class distinctions produced.

The municipal council of Beirut formalized and perpetuated the dominance
of a stratum of society that emerged co-terminously with—and crucially main-
tained—the regional ascendancy of Beirut in the nineteenth century. This
middle-class politics was not driven by the interests of merchants or land-
owners alone but, significantly, by intellectuals on the municipal council who
inscribed their ideas of urban culture, space, and time specific to Beirut. As
such, the production of urban space and material culture was shaped in large
measure by Beirut’s emerging political field.

162 Mediations



6

�
Provincial Classrooms: Intellectuals,

Missionaries, and the State

[I]t was the unspoken assumption of the great middle class in the nine-
teenth century that the city was the productive centre of man’s most val-
ued activities: industry and higher education.¹

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Beirut’s extramural quarter of
Zuqaq al-Blat became home to intellectuals, converts, mavericks, exiles, and
reformers—as well as the place where thousands of children went to school.²
As in no other quarter in Beirut, and arguably in any Ottoman provincial cap-
ital, urban development was linked to its mushrooming educational institu-
tions.³ This chapter examines the schools, teachers, and literary societies that
interacted to produce a vibrant intellectual atmosphere in fin de siècle Beirut
not because of but aside from the presence of the much-studied missionary
schools. Whether local or foreign, Muslim or Christian, the cultural activists of
the late Ottoman period shared a sense of optimism that hard work and edu-
cation would bring salvation from the traumas of the recent past. There were,
however, differences in cultural diagnosis and remedy. This chapter traces some
of the major educational projects and debates in Beirut. In particular, questions
of civilization and public morality affected urban discourses of modernity that
the next and final part will examine.

Thirty years ago �Abd al-Latif Tibawi criticized the scholarly tendency to
reduce modern education and cultural innovation to a singularly ‘Western’
point of origin and has therefore called for an intellectual shift away from
Beirut to Aleppo, Damascus, and Cairo.⁴ I argue that, in late Ottoman Beirut

¹ Schorske (1998: 38).
² Elsewhere I estimate that over 2,000 pupils studied in the schools of Zuqaq al-Blat at the time. See

Bodenstein et al. (2005).
³ According to Shahı̄n Makārius, 12,452 boys and girls studied under 517 teachers in Beirut in the early

1880s. See his ‘al-Ma�ārif fı̄ Sūriyya’, al-Muqtat.af, 7 (1883/4), 385–92. ⁴ Tibawi (1976: 304–14).



itself, the presence of foreign missionary schools was important but ostensibly
hostile to the development of a critical political field. In close geographical
proximity, missionary, imperial, and local educational initiatives vied with as
well as complemented each other in their attempts to inculcate young minds
and future generations with particular and universal qualities. I argue further
that, although Protestant, Ottoman state, and Beiruti reform projects shared a
number of pedagogical assumptions, education became one of the most con-
tested fields of cultural production in fin de siècle Beirut.

Access to missionary education has long been viewed as the origin of West-
ernization, the Arab enlightenment, and—more generally—modernization in
the Middle East.⁵ More recently, modern schooling systems have been decon-
structed as implicated in the colonial process of the formation of the modern
nation state.⁶ However, little attention has been paid to local schools and indi-
vidual teacher/student experience in the late Ottoman world. Only very
recently have the East–West, traditional–modern dichotomies been construc-
tively challenged and has the educational role of Europe been put into per-
spective.⁷ This chapter follows these efforts at provincializing the European
impact on education and culture in the late Ottoman empire. I focus on
Ottoman and local schools in Beirut and situate the city’s emergence as the
proverbial ‘school of the Arabs’ in the larger context of social reconstruction
after the civil war of 1860 and emergent national consciousness.

Education after 1860: Bustānı̄’s 
al-madrasa al-wat.aniyya

In the summer of 1860, Mount Lebanon witnessed the culmination of a spiral
of sectarian violence between Druze and Maronite inhabitants that had lasted
with various degrees of intensity for almost two decades. Massacres led to
counter-massacres, killing a cautiously estimated 20,000 inhabitants. Thou-
sands more were uprooted and forced to migrate, most of them to Beirut.
Houses, shops, and monasteries were looted and countless villages destroyed.
But.rus al-Bustānı̄ estimated that ‘if we calculate the value of the 30,000 hous-
es (bayt aw manzil ) and what burnt inside them and add to it the harvests and
the cattle lost, the damage amounts to 367 million piastres, that is 367 million
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francs which corresponds to the income of three and a half silk harvests in
Syria.’ Moreover, he estimated that

50,000 active men were rendered unemployed, work has been suspended for six
months. . . . The Syria we have seen six months ago, in a way so distinct from the rest
of the [Ottoman] Empire—proudly flourishing in comfort of living, progressing so
marvellously in architecture and wealth—has fallen. Yes, it has fallen, indeed! A devas-
tating demise for which there is only hope of revival after long years unless by miracle
or extraordinary feat.⁸

The settlement of the conflict was indeed a formidable undertaking which was
not made any easier by the fact that it placed Mount Lebanon at the centre of
international politics. High-level British, French, Austrian, Russian, and
Prussian officials struggled with each other as much as with Fuad Pasha to find
a resolution that would satisfy the Christian victims and their own govern-
ments back in European capitals. Under these circumstances the question of
identifying the guilty parties and individuals followed more the logic of the
‘Eastern Question’ than the equitable distribution of justice. The local
Ottoman and Druze leadership bore the brunt of the showcase tribunals, sum-
mary executions, imprisonment, conscription, and expulsion.⁹

European missionaries and diplomats (as well as most historians until very
recently for that matter) shared with Ottoman inspectors the conviction that
the violence that occurred in Mount Lebanon between 1840 and 1860 was an
atavistic remnant of an inherently sectarian social order.¹⁰ However, it was
Fu�ād Pasha, the Ottoman foreign minister and special envoy dispatched in
order to re-establish Ottoman imperial order, who translated these racist con-
victions into action by meting out severe punishment in order to restore impe-
rial order and prevent European military intervention. Fu�ād Pasha viewed his
pacifying mission as one ‘of a supposedly rational modern Ottoman rule on a
supposedly tribal and uncivilized periphery’.¹¹ A new imperial politics of dif-
ference aimed at containing the worst excesses of Mount Lebanon’s allegedly
intrinsic violent nature while pressing subaltern ‘ignorant classes’ into the ‘tra-
ditional’ place modern society assigned to them.¹²

But.rus al-Bustānı̄, Beirut’s leading intellectual at the time, shared some of
Fu�ād Pasha’s views and vocabulary, as well as his urbane perspective. In gener-
al, however, Bustānı̄’s view of the past was far more ambivalent, while his vision
for the country’s future was less authoritarian, more optimistic, and more
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inclusive. Bustānı̄’s analysis of Mount Lebanon’s past was based on personal
experience.¹³ He was in Beirut when the civil war started in early May 1860,
and ‘observed from this town a chain of terrifying blazes rising from the Matn
as if we saw the fires of bigotry go up with the fires of the houses’.¹⁴ But.rus
Bustānı̄ was not only deeply shocked at what he witnessed, but also faced a test
of conflicting loyalties between his adopted urbane social circles in Beirut and
his ancestral Maronite community in the mountain.

The enormous scale of the refugees’ displacement forced him and most peo-
ple in Beirut to help with relief efforts. By September 1860—at the height of
the international post-war negotiations—Bustānı̄ decided to voice his person-
al anxieties and post-war disorientation publicly. Under the pseudonym of
muh.ibb li al-wat.an (‘a patriot’) he began to publish the pamphlet Nafı̄r Sūriyya
‘Clarion of Syria’. The paper marks a culmination of Bustānı̄’s political con-
sciousness. Love for the fatherland, he argued, must supersede all other alle-
giances, and support for legitimate Ottoman rule and the dissemination of
literary enlightenment was the duty of every citizen.¹⁵ As he challenged every
individual in society to undergo soul-searching and personal reforms, Bustānı̄
advocated a notion of citizenship that was based on rights and taking responsi-
bilities. The ignorant as much as the knowledgeable needed to transform them-
selves if Syria was to meet the requirements of the modern age.¹⁶

Bustānı̄’s addresses to the Syrian nation ended with the eleventh issue of 22

April 1861 for unknown reasons, and he returned to educational work—put-
ting into practice what he had preached on the pages of Nafı̄r Sūriyya. By 1862

he had severed his ties with the American consulate and the Protestant mission.
On his own, he lobbied for Ottoman permissions and local funding for the
establishment of a school that would help educate a new generation of young
students who could be imbued with the auto-emancipatory and self-reflective
virtues he espoused in his writings.¹⁷

In September 1863, 115 boarders were admitted to his al-madrasa al-
wat.aniyya—the ‘native Academy’ as suspicious American missionaries called
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¹³ But.rus al-Bustānı̄ was born into a family of Maronite clerics and clerks in 1819 and his education at the
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it.¹⁸ Although some missionaries complained that the school deprived the mis-
sion of its local teaching staff, and that it was not linked to their Protestant
work, William Thomson and Cornelius van Dyck quickly realized the poten-
tial of Bustānı̄’s institution:

The teachers are not allowed to impart religious instruction, but still it is an interesting
fact that in a little over three years after the dreadful scenes of massacres and
blood[shed] in 1860, there should be gathered in Beirut a school of 115 boarders com-
posed of almost all the various sects in the land and that children of Moslem sheikhs
and papal priests, and Druze okkals should study side by side. . . . It is a promising fact,
too, as bearing upon the future success of the college proposed to be opened in Beirut
that the youth of Syria are willing to pay for education, and it is plain that the move-
ment for a college started not a moment too soon.¹⁹

The school’s opening caused huge distress among the Maronite clergy. A
conflict erupted between the bishop of Sidon and Tyre, Yūsuf al-Bustānı̄—a
distant relative of But.rus—who allowed Maronite children to enter the school
on the one hand, and the bishop of Beirut, Tūbiyya �Awn, who found this mix-
ture intolerable and attempted to physically remove Maronite boys from the
school on the other.²⁰ Likewise Daniel Bliss, the president of the Syrian Protes-
tant College from 1866 to 1902, continued to question the benefit and efficacy
of a school that functioned as a preparatory school for his college but displayed
so little missionary zeal and taught more students French than English. 
Efforts by the Syrian Protestant mission’s board of directors to interfere 
with the curriculum of the National School and impose conditions on 
But.rus al-Bustānı̄ ended in acrimony, and the financial and institutional ties
between the two schools were severed once and for all.²¹ Daniel Bliss conclud-
ed that ‘[w]e shall not consent to pay for anything we have not absolute control
over’.²²

In the few student recollections that exist, the school was remembered for its
tolerance and the quality of its teachers. But.rus al-Bustānı̄ recruited a dozen
established literati and experienced educators for his school who shared the
principal tenet that pupils should be accepted ‘from all sects, millets and races
without discriminating against their personal beliefs or any attempt at prosely-
tizing and [should be given] full licence to carry out their religious duties’.²³ In
the early 1870s, Bustānı̄ was able to enlist as member of staff Ah.mad �Abbās
who had just returned from al-Azhar to teach Islamic religion and 
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philosophy.²⁴ Most teachers were neighbours in Zuqaq al-Blat while the stu-
dents came from Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, Istanbul, and Greece.²⁵ From the
local student population, Ibrāhı̄m Bey al-Aswad, �Abd al-Qādir al-Dānā, and
�Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄ later became themselves Beirut’s leading intellectu-
als as educators, publishers, lawyers, journalists, and municipal members in
Beirut. The Beiruti �ulamā � family Barbı̄r sent one of their boys to the
wat.aniye.²⁶ The Sidon notable Ah.mad Pasha al-S.ulh. , too, entrusted Bustānı̄
with the upbringing of his son when his Ottoman career brought him to settle
in Beirut. Mah.mūd Minah. al-S.ulh. (1856–1925) later became judge and mem-
ber of Beirut’s provincial council under the Young Turks.²⁷

Loanza and William Benton, two missionaries who had arrived in Beirut in
1847, lived in Bhamdoun, and were dismissed from the Syrian Mission in 1859

for ‘going native’, decided to send their two sons, Charles and Henry, to the
new-style school. Despite the considerable costs and ‘although there were not
but Arab boys there’, they entrusted their education to But.rus al-Bustānı̄, ‘one
of our best and brightest men of Beirut’.²⁸ Shākir al-Khūrı̄ (1847–1911), who
became a noted doctor and an important autobiographer of the Levant, was 
a schoolmate of the Benton boys and Mah.mūd al-S.ulh. between 1863 and 
1865.

They were taught Arabic literature by Shaykh Nas.ı̄f al-Yāzijı̄, French lan-
guage by Shaykh Khat.t.ār al-Dah.dah. , and maths by Shahı̄n Sarkı̄s. The
Bustānı̄s—But.rus, his sons Salı̄m and Sa�dallah and his daughter Sārā—direct-
ed the school and taught different levels of English. Strict discipline and
authoritarianism was not what the National School—or colloquially the
wat.aniye—was remembered for. In the admittedly overly jolly memoirs of 
Dr Khūrı̄, his teacher Nas.ı̄f al-Yāzijı̄ was credited with encouraging artistic
expression, conducting student theatre, and remembered for his ‘drinking 
coffee and tobacco during class’.²⁹ Overall, the school exuded a level of self-
confidence that could afford to resist the disciplinarian practices so common in
missionary schools.
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The Literary Associations of Zuqaq al-Blat

In 1867, the teachers at Bustānı̄’s National School were at the centre of a new
literary club for young thinkers, the Syrian Scientific Society, which constitut-
ed itself ‘for the spread of knowledge, science and arts’.³⁰ With its well over one
hundred members, the society was decidedly inter-confessional and had a far
greater outreach than its predecessors.³¹ Most of the members were Beirutis in
their early twenties, but its network spanned from Istanbul to Damascus and
Cairo. The club convened thirteen times in its first two years before the min-
utes stopped and it may have been discontinued for financial reasons. Until
then, in regularly held meetings, the topics varied from Syrian archaeology and
Greek philosophy to translations of the works of François Guizot, author of
Histoire des origines du gouvernement représentatif en Europe, and the historiog-
raphy of civilization (kalām �alā al-tamaddun).³² Doctors Sucquet, Wortabet,
and Fāris discussed modern medical methods to contain cholera, while
Ibrāhı̄m al-Yāzijı̄ gave a presentation on the classical medicine of the Arabs. In
sum, the Syrian Scientific Society engaged in an antiquity-referential discourse
of their society and a Western-referential discourse of progress, modernity, and
civilization.

The Islamic Benevolent Society: Charity and Patronage

A few years after the closure of the Syrian Scientific Society, preparations for the
formation of a new association for the arts were afoot in Zuqaq al-Blat. The
Society of the Arts—jam�iyyat al-funūn—was founded in 1875 by the city’s
established �ulamā � led by Hājj Sa�d H. amāda, Shaykh Ibrāhı̄m al-Ah.dab, and
Shaykh Yūsuf al-Ası̄r who had returned from studies in Egypt and taught 
Arabic grammar at Bustānı̄’s National School. They were joined by a younger
generation of educational activists: �Abd al-Rah.mān al-Barbı̄r and �Abd al-
Qādir al-Qabbānı̄ who had been a pupil in Bustānı̄’s school. The new society
was a reaction to the short-lived Syrian Scientific Society and an intellectual
continuation of But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s educational ideas. It implemented an effec-
tive form of funding by subscription by tapping the resources of wealthy Mus-
lim merchants and notables committed to reform. The first major investment
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was a printing press for 2,500 piastres, and in April 1875 the first issue of the
society’s Thamarāt al-Funūn was sold on the streets of Beirut.³³

By launching this bi-weekly newspaper, its reform-minded 28-year-old edi-
tor, �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄ reached far beyond the memberships of particu-
lar literary salons. The second major newspaper of Beirut after H. adı̄qat
al-Akhbār, it appeared more frequently and covered more substantive news
than Khalı̄l Khūrı̄’s paper. Qabbānı̄’s Thamarāt al-Funūn received company on
18 October 1878 when another resident of Zuqaq al-Blat, Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s,
launched Lisān al-H. āl and a new printing press, al-Mat.ba�a al-adabiyya.³⁴
Together Thamarāt al-Funūn and Lisān al-H. āl dominated Beirut’s news world
throughout the late Ottoman period.³⁵

The activists of the Muslim Society of the Arts formed the nucleus of the
jam�iyyat al-maqās.id al-khayriyya al-islāmiyya which was founded in �Abd al-
Qādir al-Qabbānı̄’s house in Zuqaq al-Blat on 31 July 1878.³⁶ The new society
appealed to the then governor Midh.at Pasha as it promised to promote mod-
ern state education, uphold Islamic morality, and embrace the principles of the
Ottoman Public Education Law of 1869. At the same time, the society con-
sciously developed an alternative curriculum both to the traditional madrasas
and kuttāb, based as they were on memorizing religious scriptures, and to the
monopoly of missionary education.

As the first president of the Benevolent Society, Qabbānı̄’s main priority was
to launch schools for Muslim girls. To this effect he rented a house in Basta
Tahta, a south-western neighbourhood overlapping with Zuqaq al-Blat, and
four months later 230 female pupils were admitted. The following year, other
maqās.id girls’ schools were established in downtown Beirut and in Sidon for
over two hundred pupils.³⁷ Despite Qabbānı̄’s efforts, female education was an
uphill task in an urban society which was uneasy about the side effects of urban
growth and the expansion of the political field on gender hierarchies. As
Kalthūm Barbı̄r—the wife of Beirut’s leading za�ı̄m during the Young Turk
period, Salı̄m Salām—remembered: ‘My friends and I were the first girls in the
[maqās.id] school and we faced some stiff resistance from most of our fathers
who loathed sending their daughters to school’.³⁸

In the aftermath of the scandals around Midh.at Pasha and rumours about a
Syrian independence movement in 1880, the maqās.id society was forcibly
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absorbed into Ottoman provincial structures. Many able administrators left
for Egypt soon afterwards, but not before they had registered maqās.id proper-
ty as waqf endowments. Having secured title deeds in the name of the Society,
most schools continued to function and provide education for thousands of
students.

When the Young Turks swept aside the Hamidian regime in Istanbul, the
maqās.id Society reconstituted itself under the leadership of wat.aniye graduate
�Abd al-Qādir al-Danā. When Salı̄m Salām took this charitable institution over
in 1918, he turned it into a powerful source of Muslim patronage based on real
estate investment, donations, free medical service, and generous grants for stu-
dents to study abroad. Since Lebanese independence in 1943, the maqās.id
emerged as a key instrument for the Salām family to forge alliances in urban
and national politics.³⁹

An Islamic Liberal Arts Education: Muh.ammad �Abduh
and al-madrasa al-sult.āniyya

The literary circles of Zuqaq al-Blat crystallized as a local force between the
Protestant missionaries in West Beirut and the Catholic missionaries in East
Beirut. By the 1880s they had intellectually emancipated themselves from the
parochial agendas of these foreign institutions out of which they had original-
ly emerged.⁴⁰ However, after the excitement of the early 1880s, there followed
a hiatus. But.rus al-Bustānı̄ died in 1883 and his son Salı̄m a year later. The same
year, the most controversial and provocative figure of this group, Adı̄b Ish. āq,
renounced God on his deathbed.⁴¹

Other rebellious spirits went into exile. When Edwin Lewis, a popular pro-
fessor of geology and chemistry at the Syrian Protestant College, was forced to
resign for mentioning the works of Charles Darwin in an annual address in
Arabic, his local colleagues S.arrūf, Makārius, and Fāris Nimr left not only the
college but ultimately also the city.⁴² In spite of support from influential teach-
ers and �ulamā �, such as Hus.ayn al-Jisr, Ibrāhı̄m al-Ah.dāb, and Yūsuf al-Ası̄r,
they took their influential journal al-Muqtat.af to Cairo in 1884.

Their move set in motion a certain ‘brain drain’ in Beirut for the next three
decades. Yet, Beirut’s post-war educational experiments continued, and they
were reignited by another external impetus: the unexpected arrival—from
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Egypt—of one of the foremost Islamic scholars and anti-colonial activists of
the Arab world at the time, al-imām al-shaykh Muh.ammad �Abduh. As an
Egyptian in exile in Zuqaq al-Blat �Abduh was to push hard both the Ottoman
government to take seriously its educational reform project in Beirut and con-
servative local clerics to accept it.

The expansion of public education in the Ottoman empire did not stop
under Abdülhamid II. On the contrary, imperial educational reforms had a
profound impact on the empire. Between 1876 and 1908 the education policies
of the tanz. ı̄māt were continued and systematized into a tighter hierarchy of 
age levels and school types.⁴³ The Hamidian policy of mass education was
designed to inculcate both loyalty to the state and a modern morality based on
Islamic cultural referents.⁴⁴ In the Muslim schools of Zuqaq al-Blat, too,
Islamic reformist teaching methods were applied to produce—in the best
Lockean liberal arts tradition—virtuous, and able men in their distinct calling’
to operate the institutions of the modern Ottoman state.⁴⁵ As Durkheim
reminds us, ‘education perpetuates and reinforces this homogeneity by fixing
in the mind of the child, from the beginning, the essential similarities that
social life demands’.⁴⁶

In Beirut, neither was Istanbul the sole referent for educational reform in
Beirut, nor were reformers the only Islamic thinkers in town. Muslim reform-
ers despised missionaries and Muslim conservatives in equal measure, if for dif-
ferent reasons. Missionaries, as we shall see presently, were seen as rivals with a
head start, conservatives as obstacles to Muslim enlightenment. Young Muslim
reformers around jam�iyya al-funūn dominated the press, older conservatives
the mosques. Reformers sought to adapt Islamic scriptures and practices to the
requirements of the state, while conservatives called for the state to adopt—
‘imitate’—the conventional tenets of Islamic government. Beirut’s reformers
who read and discussed Guizot’s History of Civilization in Europe in Arabic
translation, shifted their attention from Islam as a religion to the theme of
Islam as a civilization. Albert Hourani has summed up this shift concisely and
argued that, with the Muslim reformers Jamāl al-Dı̄n al-Afghānı̄ and
Muh.ammad �Abduh, the ‘aim of man’s act is not the service of God; it is the cre-
ation of human civilization flourishing in all its parts’.⁴⁷

One conservative thinker in Beirut published extensive anti-missionary and
anti-reformist treatises. Yūsuf al-Nabh. ānı̄ (1849/50–1932) was appointed the
head of the civil courts during the bureaucratic reshuffling in 1888 and subse-
quently became one of the most prolific and polemic Arabic writers of the
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Hamidian generation of conservatives.⁴⁸ His loyalty was to the Ottoman
dynasty and having greatly benefited from sultanic patronage, al-Nabh. ānı̄ was
purged after Abdülhamid was ousted in the Young Turk revolution of 1908/9.⁴⁹

He considered sending Muslim students to missionary schools ‘worse than
committing adultery during the day in front of people’ and was no less uncom-
promising on teaching natural sciences or foreign languages.⁵⁰ Echoing the
foreign missionaries self-view, al-Nabh. ānı̄ held such subjects to be essentially
Christian and Western. Therefore, his logic went, foreign schools corrupted
the noble pursuit of an ideal Islamic society, and the identity of Muslims.

Even worse than the missionaries were the Muslim reformers who had come
to dominate Beirut’s public opinion over the past decade and who were evi-
dently willing to pay the price of mass cultural alienation of an entire genera-
tion of Muslim youths for the benefit of scientific knowledge and foreign
languages. He identified Sayyid Jamāl al-Dı̄n al-Afghānı̄ (1838/9–1897) as the
source of this evil development for attempting to ‘reopen the gates of ijtihād ’—
the interpretative approach to Islamic scriptures that ended with canonization
of four legal schools of Quranic interpretation in the tenth century.⁵¹

Al-Afghānı̄’s ‘co-evil’ colleague, the Egyptian Imām, Shaykh Muh.ammad
�Abduh, was subjected to severe ad hominem attacks for arrogating for himself
the right to base his opinions and judgements on subjective criteria. Al-
Nabh. ānı̄ intimated that by mixing and matching the Holy Quran, legal doc-
trines, and the Prophet’s sayings with the exigencies of contemporary social
and political concerns, �Abduh and his colleagues lent themselves to the pres-
sures of the ‘Europeanized’ state.

The British occupation of Egypt in 1882 had a profound effect on the intel-
lectual and educational life in Beirut. Among the hundreds of Egyptian
refugees who were stranded outside the cordon sanitaire around Beirut during
the cholera pandemic that year were a number of Muslim reformers, the most
prominent of which was the Egyptian Shaykh Muh.ammad �Abduh
(1849–1905). �Abduh was warmly welcomed by �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄, the
lexicographer Sa�ı̄d al-Shartūnı̄, and the poet Ibrāhı̄m al-Yāzijı̄.⁵² He was
offered the hospitality of the municipal president Mu.hyı̄ al-Dı̄n al-H. amāda
before he found his own accommodation, first in Burj Abi Haydar and then in
Zuqaq al-Blat.⁵³
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In H. amāda’s house, �Abduh started translating Jamāl-al-Dı̄n al-Afghānı̄’s
treatise ‘Refutation of the Materialists’⁵⁴ and received a constant flow of guests
from Beiruti intellectual circles and the incipient Salafi movement around
T. āhir al-Jazā�irı̄ in Damascus.⁵⁵ The friendships went beyond the intellectual
and the political conventions when �Abduh’s first wife died and he decided to
marry the daughter of Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n H. amāda’s late brother Sa�d, a founding
member of the jam�iyyat al-funūn.⁵⁶

In 1883, Ah.mad �Abbās al-Azhari and members of the local educational
authority founded an Ottoman high school—al-madrasa al-sult.āniyya—to
teach six grades.⁵⁷ The rank and file of the provincial bureaucracy, clergy, mer-
chants, and notables donated funds towards the project. Thamarāt al-Funūn
meticulously recorded the governor general Ah.mad H. amdı̄ Pasha’s contribu-
tion of sixty-two mosquito nets; the 513 silver mecidiye (or 11,286 piastres) from
the religious dignitaries of Hama, the 1,170 piastres from the inhabitants of
Rashaya.⁵⁸

The 1869 Law of Public Education had stipulated that an imperial lycée
(Ottoman and colloquial: sult.āniye) be built in every provincial capital, but the
Beirut school was a local initiative and one of only three of its kind in the
Ottoman Empire at the time.⁵⁹ ‘Modelled on the example of other foreign
schools in organization and instruction’, the sult.āniye’s design was praised as a
masterpiece of aesthetic and effective school architecture.⁶⁰ A red-tiled roof
towered over this two-storey building whose vast courtyard looked into every
classroom. The rectangular building spanned the length of over a dozen glass
windows and the width of eight (see Figure 5).⁶¹

With the recruitment of the eminent Tripoli-based scholar Shaykh Hus.ayn
al-Jisr as the school’s director, Ah.mad �Abbās managed to present a formidable
ensemble of teachers in the first year of the school’s existence.⁶² Muh.ammad
�Abduh who lived a stone’s throw away was approached to teach Islamic phi-
losophy. After a brief stint in Paris in 1884 where he published the influential
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anti-imperialist journal ‘The Firmest Bond’ (al-�Urwa al-wuthqa) with Jamāl
al-Dı̄n al-Afghānı̄, �Abduh returned to Beirut and elaborated on the journal’s
themes of Islamic unity. �Abduh’s theological lecture series at the Sultanic
School on AbūT. ālib and al-Hamad. ānı̄ became the basis of what is considered
his most important work of scholarship, ‘Essays on the Theology of Unity’,
Risālat al-tawh. ı̄d. Muh.ammad �Abduh and H. usayn al-Jisr shared the view that
modern Islamic education was the way out of the current cultural and political
dilemma of the Arab world, but during their time together in Zuqaq al-Blat
�Abduh was unable to convince a more conservative al-Jisr of his reformist
teaching methods or of joining the salafiyya movement.

The school and its teachers attracted a variety of ambitious students from
around the Arab provinces of the Ottoman empire. In its first year, around
fifty-five students were registered, seven from the H. usaynı̄ family in Jerusalem,
six from al-Balqa, and others from Beirut’s notable families, such as Ghandūr,
Sursuq, and Tuwaynı̄.⁶³ Many sult.āniye students were on scholarships from
Ottoman provincial governors or Beirut’s municipal elites—for example,
Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey, al-Khawja, al-Khūrı̄, al-Tayyāra, al-Qādı̄, and al-
Ghazzāwı̄ who scouted the best students from the Syrian provinces.⁶⁴ The
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school quickly attracted the sons and grandsons of Ottoman officials who were
either on assignments in Damascus, Jerusalem, and Lattakia or stationed in
Istanbul. In both cases, the children were sent away from home and stayed in
the sult.āniye’s dormitories.⁶⁵

The nationalist writer and Muslim politician Shakı̄b Arslān (1869–1946) was
one of the most famous graduates of the sult.āniye school in Beirut. The scion of
a minor branch of this family of mountain emirs, he switched from the
Maronite al-h. ikma college to add fluent Ottoman Turkish to his immaculate
French. Shakı̄b was drawn to the circle of Muh.ammad �Abduh whom he fol-
lowed to Cairo in 1892. He recalls in his memoirs the intellectual excitement
that discussions with �Abduh aroused in him and his fellow students. At night,
the residence of the municipal president, Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n H. amāda, was ‘always
submerged with visitors’ who debated politics and religion.⁶⁶ Shakı̄b and his
classmates ‘became infatuated during that time with news of writers, poets, and
men of letters; it was our sole concern and we viewed the entire world as 
poetry and prose’.⁶⁷

Muh.ammad �Abduh revised the school’s curriculum and teaching methods,
which he still found too locked up in the mechanical disciplining of students
and forced memorizing in class. The school, he argued, should be a place of
‘industrial sciences’, intellectual discussion, and moral character-building, not
a ‘prison in which they spend their year waiting for their release’.⁶⁸ For 8
Ottoman lira per year the school taught Turkish, French, and English, account-
ing and algebra, geometrics, natural philosophy, geography and history, chem-
istry, painting, legal sciences, engineering, and calligraphy in a curriculum that
spanned six years.⁶⁹ For Muslim students sharı̄�a law, theology, and Hanafi
jurisprudence were compulsory, while Christian students were taught the
Ottoman civil code and allowed to attend church on Sundays under the super-
vision of a priest appointed by the school.⁷⁰
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in his memoirs on fin de siècle Vienna: ‘We were beardless undeveloped lads who had to swot on school
benches during the day and formed the ideal audience a young poet could dream of, curious, critical and
enthusiastic about enthusiasm. Because our ability for enthusiasm was boundless; during class, on the way
to and from school, in the coffeehouse, in the theatre, on promenades, we half-grown-ups did nothing but
discussed books, paintings, music and philosophy.’ Zweig (1998: 57).

⁶⁸ �Abduh quoted in Amı̄n (1953: 67).
⁶⁹ al-Muqtat.af, ‘al-Madrasa al-sult.āniyya fı̄ Bayrūt,’ 7 (1883), 570. Boarders paid 15 lira for board (three

meals a day) and lodging in the school’s dormitories.
⁷⁰ Thamarāt al-Funūn (18 July 1887). Quoted in Kassab and Tadmori (2002: 61).



Notwithstanding the beauty of the school, his new Beiruti wife, the noctur-
nal socials, and the loyalty of his Beiruti students, Muh.ammad �Abduh never
lost his sense of exile: ‘At last, here I am in Beirut, by the Grace of God, Whom
I thank . . . My station remains intact among them and my rank is respected,
but they are not like my own people, and a day spent here is not like a day spent
at home.’⁷¹ Before he was pardoned by Lord Cromer and could return home,
he launched two scathing critiques against the alarming state of Ottoman edu-
cation and called for a radical reform of the school system. In late 1887, he sent
a long memorandum to the shaykh al-islām in Istanbul warning him that

Muslims do not shrink from sending their children to [American, Jesuit, Lazarist or
Frères] schools in expectation of learning sciences or European languages . . . By the
end of their schooling their hearts become void of every Islamic bond and pass out as
infidels under the cover of the name of Islam. Love of the foreigner becomes rooted in
their hearts, and they become more inclined to follow the foreigners and execute their
wishes.⁷²

�Abduh proposed practical reforms combining an Islamic ‘liberal arts’ tradi-
tion with Muslim orthodoxy in an attempt to put Islam at the service of the
state.⁷³ He demanded a curriculum that included classes on Quran exegesis,
Islamic theology, the sciences of the Arabic language, grammar, rhetoric, and
textbooks on Islamic and Ottoman history and morals. However, no answer
was forthcoming from Istanbul, so �Abduh sent another letter in March 1888 to
the first governor general of the new province who had just arrived in Beirut.⁷⁴
By having absorbed the maqās.id society into state structures back in 1880, he
argued, the Ottoman government shot itself in the foot. Expansion rather than
discouragement of educational activity was needed to revive the East. Boarding
schools had to be founded for the townspeople and the bedouins of Syria, in
order to imbue the youth with a sense of ‘the revival of religion and the love of
the [Ottoman] state’.⁷⁵

Muh.ammad �Abduh left Zuqaq al-Blat for Cairo in 1888 where he soon
became the grand mufti of Egypt. But his recommendation for another board-
ing high school for Beirut was implemented soon after Beirut became a provin-
cial capital. Indeed, the creation of an Ottoman provincial capital in Beirut and
the arrival of its first governor general were landmark events in the field of
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⁷¹ Tibawi (1976: 124–8). ⁷² Quoted ibid. 124–5.
⁷³ Starrett (1998: 9–10) calls this process the ‘functionalization of religion—putting it consciously to work

for various types of social and political projects’. As such, �Abduh’s functionalization of Islam would ‘stand
opposed to the modernization paradigm in which religion is viewed as benignly irrational and actively
obstructionist’.

⁷⁴ Muh.ammad �Abduh, al-Lā �ih.a al-thāniyya fı̄ al-is.lāh. al-qut.r al-Sūrı̄ (Beirut, 1888), reprinted together
with the first letter in Rid. ā (1931: 329–45 and 356–63). ⁷⁵ Tibawi (1976: 126–7).



Ottoman education efforts in this province.⁷⁶ But before we turn to these
events, let us share some of the childhood experiences of a student at the
sult. āniye in Zuqaq al-Blat.

Dodging Discipline: A Student’s Experience of the Sultan’s School

In the summer of 1907, the 14-year-old Palestinian boy �Umar S. ālih. al-Barghūtı̄
was sent by his father from his village Dayr Ghassaneh north of Jerusalem to
study at the sult.āniye school in Beirut with the following words of farewell:

We have agreed to send you to Beirut to enrol in the sult.āniye School. This is a letter for
�Abd al-Majı̄d Abū Nas.r, the director of the newspaper Bayrūt. Here are twelve
Ottoman gold liras, the school fee for one year of full boarding. And here are ten more
liras for the boat trip, and whatever is left should cover your expenses. This is a letter to
T. abbara if you need extra money go to him and take it from him. If you need anything
else, send a telegramme and I will send it to you. May god vouch for you, I want you to
let me hold my head up high among the people [of Beirut].⁷⁷

�Umar S. ālih. was to become a professor of law in the 1930s, a Palestinian
politician in the 1940s, and a Jordanian minister in the 1950s, but his one-year
stay in Beirut as a teenager was a journey he did not forget. He had already stud-
ied at a number of foreign schools in Jerusalem, the francophone Alliance
Israélite and the Frères schools as well as the anglophone St George. However,
his father’s ambition was to send the boy to Istanbul to study at the Faculty of
Law—the pinnacle of thousands of ambitious fathers across the Ottoman
Empire—and he figured that Beirut’s sult.āniye was the nearest place and the
best way to provide �Umar with the language skills and high school diploma
necessary for this formidable undertaking.⁷⁸

�Umar S. ālih. arrived in Beirut by boat and was stunned by the skyline of the
city which shimmered in the morning sun as far as his eyes could see. He was
also impressed by the size, the beauty, and the electric lighting of his new
school, ‘whose two floors were very similar to the Alliance school’. When
�Umar S. ālih. presented himself to the headmaster he explained that ‘he had fled
the foreign schools to come and attend a government school’.⁷⁹ Although the
headmaster was clearly pleased to hear such flattery, S. ālih. ’s Ottoman Turkish

178 Mediations

⁷⁶ The yearbook of the Ottoman Ministry of Education recorded the opening of a string of secondary
schools (i �dādiyes) in Tripoli (1890), Lattakia (1890), Nablus (1893), Acre (1894), and the opening of a board-
ing i �dādiye in Beirut in 1887—possibly a conversion of the existing sult.āniye school. See Kodaman (1991: 86,
89, 125–6).

⁷⁷ al-Barghūtı̄ (2001: 118). I am very grateful to Salim Tamari for pointing me to this source and for pro-
viding me with a manuscript copy of his article on the life of �Umar S. ālih. al-Barghūtı̄.

⁷⁸ See Tamari (2002). ⁷⁹ al-Barghūtı̄ (2001: 119).



was less impressive so that he was placed in fourth grade—two below the level
of his ‘scientific knowledge’. Students were given identification numbers,
which were stitched on the collars of their indigo-coloured uniforms. A yellow
sultanic crest indicated their school and red stripes their class affiliation. On the
whole, he felt that the boarding school was obsessively structured around the
five daily prayers while classes commenced and ended with drumbeats. In the
mornings,

the supervisor made the rounds and woke everybody up. Then they got dressed,
washed their hands, face and limbs, and performed the ablutions and morning prayers.
After that they went to the dining room, had breakfast and tea, then they went out onto
the yard where they lined up in rows at the drumbeat. Then they attended class until
noon, ate, prayed and returned to class. Then came the time for afternoon prayers and
the day’s work ended. . . . The students relaxed playing games until the evening prayer,
and then they ate dinner and prayed again. Then they studied in the reading room
before going to the dormitories.⁸⁰

Thursday was the boarders’ washday when ‘the students went in droves and
droves to the public bath (which was reserved for the occasion) where they
washed and changed their clothes and then returned to the school’.⁸¹ Regular
outings took the students to picnics in Dibbayya and Junieh. �Umar S. āli .h
regretted that the school did not encourage sports like back in Palestine or, for
that matter, in the rival Greek Catholic school nearby. The new student from
Palestine was struck by the detailed system of incentive and punishment that
maintained the regimented daily routine. The best students received academic
distinctions and prizes at ceremonies while delinquents who repeatedly dodged
prayer, curfews, or homework were denied meals, given house arrest, or were
beaten in front of the rank and file of teachers and fellow students in the school
yard.⁸²

�Umar S. āli .h felt caged inside the school which operated a system of collec-
tive denunciation. Outside school students were also marked because, as he
explains, even when they did find a pretext to go out, the uniforms and their
identification numbers they were forced to wear exposed them to the watchful
eyes of the police and potentially to every apprehensive inhabitant of Beirut.
For the students, the school’s painful system of denunciation and surveillance
was effectively expanded over the entire city.

However, the students had developed a number of ploys to be able to leave
the school and avoid getting caught once outside the precinct. They took it in
turn to jump the school walls after dark and were let back in by their peers
before dawn. The runaways made it a sport to ‘slip into civilian clothes hidden

Provincial Classrooms 179

⁸⁰ Ibid. 121. ⁸¹ Ibid. ⁸² Ibid. 125.



somewhere outside school’ and to immerse themselves in Beirut’s nightlife.⁸³
Although �Umar S. ālih. was occasionally teased for his rural background, his
Palestinian accent, and his feeble Turkish—all of which led him to be consid-
ered as less sophisticated than his peers from Beirut—he presents himself in his
memoirs very much as a ringleader in protest against inequalities in the school’s
daily life, whether mediocre food or special culinary treatment for teachers. He
was also determined to partake of the nocturnal pleasures on offer in Beirut
‘because the city was roaring with places of seduction, brothels and nightclubs
for adolescents.’ �Umar S. ālih. and his classmates spent ‘these stealthy nights rev-
elling, watching films or popular dances . . . or for sexual pleasures with a
young girl or other matters (mut �a ma � ghāda aw ghayr dhalika)’.⁸⁴

�Umar S. ālih. ’s year in Beirut was a world of extremes: on the one hand the
tight discipline and religious fastidiousness at school, on the other hand the
positive licentiousness of Beirut’s forbidden places, the gramophones in cafés
and nightclubs ‘where popular songs sounded over loudspeakers’.⁸⁵ He wit-
nessed ‘cars that moved without horses’ for the first time in his life, and he
mused that none of the abundance of fine hotels, clean restaurants, and the
variety of culinary delights existed in Palestine. He noticed in mock surprise
that even the cemeteries were meticulously designed, the graves lined with
flowers and the tombstones made of marble. To �Umar S. ālih. , the fact that most
people were elegant in their dress and carriage was evidence that Beirutis were
a ‘wealthy and a noble people’: ‘The city is among the most spacious cities
known and the mark of civilization is eminent within it. The aristocratic
appearances and authority is all the more sublime and magnificent because it is
a provincial capital’.⁸⁶

Comparing Notes: The Ottoman College and The Syrian
Protestant College

In 1884, the Meh.med Kāmil Pasha’s government in Istanbul established the
Education Fund based on increased taxation on agricultural production. This
initiative marked the sultan’s renewed commitment to secondary schools in the
provinces.⁸⁷ Four years later, Beirut’s first governor general, �Alı̄ Pasha, dis-
patched a memorandum to the Yıldız Palace in Istanbul in which he gave his
own assessment of the state of Ottoman and Islamic education in his new
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⁸³ al-Barghūtı̄. ⁸⁴ Ibid. 124–5. ⁸⁵ Ibid. 126. ⁸⁶ Ibid.
⁸⁷ Fortna (2001: 120–2).



province. He echoed Shaykh Muh.ammad �Abduh’s opinion that the only way
to prevent a wholesale surrender to the competition of missionary schools was
to provide ‘indigenous’ alternatives for Ottoman Muslims who were suffering
from the inferior quality of their education.⁸⁸ In 1889, Beirut’s private, charity-
based sult.āniye was incorporated into the wider i �dādiye system of advanced sec-
ondary education. From then on, the Ministry of Education in Istanbul
assumed control and financial responsibility for the school.

Six years later the ‘Ottoman College’, as local and foreign commentators
referred to it, was inaugurated in Zuqaq al-Blat.⁸⁹ Founded in 1895—again by
Ah.mad �Abbās al-Azharı̄—‘in a magnificent building on an airy plateau over-
looking Beirut and the Mountain’, al-madrasa al-�uthmāniyya started as

a small scientific institute accommodating a small number of pupils of different ori-
gins. Two years later, the school secured a larger number of teachers and pupils. Now
almost thirty teachers offer education to 150 pupils, boarding to half of them, most of
whom come from all corners of Syria, some from the Hijaz, [Basra, Kuwait,] Yemen,
Tunis and Anatolia, and the capital, Istanbul.⁹⁰

Since the Education Tax Act of 1884, a combination of curricular and extracur-
ricular activities provided Hamidian schools with modes to inculcate students
with ‘loyalty, moral character and right conduct’.⁹¹ The school, which offered
eight grades of education, was divided into an ‘elementary’ and a ‘scientific’ sec-
tion, a day and a boarding section. The curriculum was similar in form to but
more diverse in content than previous Islamic liberal arts institutions in Zuqaq
al-Blat. ‘In the scientific section the students learn religious sciences and are
taught affection for the observance of orthodox Islam’.⁹² Turkish and French
were obligatory, English and even German were optional.⁹³

Seven wide-ranging subjects were offered: religious studies, general history
‘from the ancients and the middle ages to the modern, the prophet’s life and
Arab history’; economic geography, map drawing (rasm al-jughrāfiya); maths,
algebra, geometry, accounting and ‘introductions’ to astronomy; natural 
sciences—biology, botany, physics, chemistry, and ‘hygienic maintenance’;
drawing, calligraphy, and (marching) music; oratory arts, debating, logic,
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⁸⁸ BBA, YMTV 32/45/1, 1 May 1888. Quoted in Fortna (2001: 52).
⁸⁹ Muh.ammad Jamı̄l Bayhum, ‘al-Kulliyya al-�uthmāniyya al-islāmiyya’, al-Mufı̄d, 3 (15 April 1911), 1–2.

Al-Mufı̄d emerged as the leading Arab nationalist newspaper after the Young Turk revolution. Its co-
owner/co-editor �Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-�Uraysı̄ was a dean of the Ottoman College and a political activist who
helped organize the First Arab Congress in Paris in 1913 that brought together the clandestine nationalist al-
Fatāt group, the Cairo-based Decentralists, and the Beirut Reform Committee. See above, Ch. 2.

⁹⁰ Anon., al-Madrasa al-�uthmāniyya (1914), 5. ⁹¹ Fortna (2000: 375).
⁹² al-Madrasa al-�uthmāniyya, 5.
⁹³ In 1913, forty students were enrolled in German-language classes. See Hartmann (1913: 32).



political economy, moral sciences (�ilm-i ah. lāk. ), and ‘matters in the spirit of
society and civilisation’.⁹⁴ Early morning swimming in the Mediterranean and
weekly physical education in the school’s new sports facilities were part of the
curriculum. A school orchestra and cultural club were offered after class and
seemed to have enjoyed considerable popularity.⁹⁵

The school’s prospectus—published in 1914—emphasized, in a notably
emphatic tone, that

Arabic is the principal language of the school taught in all elementary and scientific
classes. The school has allocated compulsory lessons to perfect grammar and inflection
and rhetorical sciences (interpretation, eloquence and style), language and poetic ren-
dering, creativity of expression so that a boy graduates who is in full command of the
Arabic language in its classical diction, in writing and free speech. The school encour-
ages its teachers to translate modern sciences into Arabic to teach them because this
serves the student and the Arab nation (umma).⁹⁶

This passage ends with the only mention of the Arab nation in the school’s
prospectus. It does so less in an affirmation of an ethnic identity than in the
utilitarian cultural sense of knowledge production. In contrast to the maktab
�anbār in Damascus, where most classes seemed to have been conducted in
Turkish,⁹⁷ the �uthmāniye offered Turkish merely as an option—another quali-
fication to widen job prospects on account of being ‘the official language of the
state’.⁹⁸

Moreover, in this particular school, the Arabic language was identified as
serving the cultural refinement of the imagined community of Arabs. On the
occasion of its twentieth anniversary, the school was presented in a distinctly
corporate, elite spirit. Whether this was actually the case or merely aimed at an
audience of alumni, parents, and sponsors, cannot be said with certainty.
�Umar S. ālih. ’s childhood memoirs suggest that the atmosphere in Muslim
Ottoman schools was stifling and uninspiring. However, as the largest Muslim
boarding school in Beirut with 150 boarders by 1913, it generated a sense of
ésprit de corps. Moreover, the way the deans Ah.mad �Abbās, �Abd al-Ghanı̄ al-
�Uraysı̄, and Ah.mad T. abbara promoted the pedagogical strengths of his school
is significant, in particular—as I shall argue presently—in comparison with the
way the Syrian Protestant College treated its student population at around the
same time:

a diploma of the school . . . qualifies them to specialize in any of the advanced arts or
to go out into the wide world of work. [The student] is a man in every sense of the
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⁹⁴ al-Madrasa al-�uthmāniyya, 8. ⁹⁵ Hartmann (1913: 32).
⁹⁶ al-Madrasa al-�uthmāniyya, 7. ⁹⁷ Rogan (2004). ⁹⁸ al-Madrasa al-�uthmāniyya, 8.



word—full of scientific competence (isti �dād �ilmı̄) and self-belief (i �timād �alā al-nafs )
with eloquence and rhetoric of the tongue. [The school] instructs the students and
imbues them with morals and noble affection with the complete dedication to implant
love of self-belief in their hearts.⁹⁹

Entitlement, masculinity, pride, and independence of mind were the attributes
which the school administration aspired to impart to its students. The prospec-
tus saw the school’s purpose to mould and gender their talents, develop their
interpersonal skills, command respect and self-assertion. Like the Anglo-Saxon
liberal arts tradition, these children were brought up to be useful to society and
to be equipped with applicable knowledge. They were trained as an intelli-
gentsia of well-educated professionals who were meant to serve in Ottoman
institutions and private businesses.¹⁰⁰ But Beirut’s �uthmāniye school also 
planted the seeds of Arab nationalist sentiment for an entire generation of
Muslim youths.¹⁰¹ Here, arguably more so than in other elite schools of the
empire, students were imbued with the necessity of Arab moral regeneration,
civilizational pressure, and self-governing subjectivity.

The most important missionary institution founded in Zuqaq al-Blat was
the Syrian Protestant College (SPC). Its first classes were held in �Abd al-Fattāh.
H. amāda’s house, the same place where his son Muh.yı̄ al-Dı̄n accommodated
Muh.ammad �Abduh’s literary salon in the 1880s, and in a Bustānı̄ property
adjacent to the National School.¹⁰² The SPC bought its new premises in 
distant Ras Beirut in the late 1860s. The inauguration of the College Hall
clocktower in 1871 marked the beginning of a series of constructions—faculty
buildings, a chapel, student dormitories, and a park—which constituted the
college’s vast new campus.¹⁰³ At a public lecture in London in 1888, Revd
George Post, one of the founding fathers of the SPC, commented on the 
significance and symbolism of College Hall in no uncertain terms: ‘Would you
blot out this lighthouse, would you take down that landmark from the East?
Rather tear down the classic halls of Oxford and Cambridge and leave this
standing to enlighten the Mohammedan world and bring it to the cross’.¹⁰⁴

After 1860, Ussama Makdisi argues, most American missionaries embraced
the idea of colonial transformation over spiritual liberation of the Holy
Land.¹⁰⁵ The move out of Zuqaq al-Blat signalled their new commitment to a
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⁹⁹ Ibid. 6. ¹⁰⁰ Ibid. for a list of �uthmāniye graduates. ¹⁰¹ Khalidi (1981: 41).
¹⁰² On the early years of the Syrian Mission in Zuqaq al-Blat, see Bodenstein et al. (2005).
¹⁰³ The SPC’s student numbers also rose steadily to reach 900 by the First World War.
¹⁰⁴ Quoted in Khalaf (1995: 68).
¹⁰⁵ Makdisi (1997: 768–96). Makdisi quotes one missionary as saying ‘may be that a war is needed to 

purify the land and prepare the way for the gospel’. Another, Jessup, wrote that the war ‘may prove to be the
very discipline which is needed to bring these people to take refuge in Christ’.



more full-heartedly secular, scientific discourse of the ‘pilgrims’ progress’. Lay-
ing the cornerstone of College Hall in 1871, President Daniel Bliss declared that
‘[t]his College is for all conditions and classes of men without regard to colour,
nationality, race, or religion’. Bliss continued—making sure that he did not get
carried away by the significance of the moment—that, nevertheless, ‘it will be
impossible for any one to continue with us long without knowing what we
believe to be the truth and our reasons for that belief ’.¹⁰⁶ In other words, every-
one is welcome but must adapt to Presbyterian practice in order to be treated
equally.

From 1866 to 1903, the SPC remained a bastion of social conservatism and
Protestant sectarianism.¹⁰⁷ During Daniel Bliss’s presidency, the SPC turned
the Protestants’ ‘gentle crusade’ of the pre-civil war period into a religious appa-
ratus of institutional coercion.¹⁰⁸ Violence was a universal trait in schools and
would have featured in the wat.aniye and the sult.āniye, too, although �Abduh
himself opposed the traditional falaq beatings.¹⁰⁹The mental strain of the SPC
was somewhat more insidious. By forcing daily prayers and non-halāl food on
Jewish and Muslim students, or by forbidding Greek Orthodox time off for
their religious holidays, the college systematically attempted to uproot non-
Protestant students from their previous socialization in community schools
and family.

Bustānı̄, �Abduh, and Bliss were driven by an urge to extricate society from
what they all considered was evident backwardness. They shared the belief that
modernity and progress had to be compatible with morality as part of the same
project of modernity. For But.rus al-Bustānı̄ the cathartic experience was the
civil war, for �Abduh Muslim alienation in colonial and pre-colonial Egypt.
The pedagogical philosophy in Bustānı̄’s wat.aniye and to a certain extent 
in �Abduh’s sult.āniye was based on tolerance of other religions, the universal ori-
gins of—and access to—modern science.

To President Bliss, however, scientific thought and rational method were
generally Western attributes while backwardness and fanaticism were innately
Oriental qualities. In their uniquely American synthesis with Puritan values
both science and reason would gradually erode the irrationality and ‘supersti-
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¹⁰⁶ F. J. Bliss, Reminiscences of Daniel Bliss (New York, 1920), 198; quoted in Makdisi (1997: 708).
¹⁰⁷ Scholz (Ph.D. thesis, 1997).
¹⁰⁸ See Makdisi (2000): ‘The Gentle Crusade’, especially p. 25: ‘Perhaps the foreign missionaries best

exemplify the spirit of the gentle crusade and reflect the intrusive power of nineteenth-century Western
imagination. They provide the clearest example of the will of Europeans and Americans to shape the land
according to their expectations, regardless of and indeed despite the realities they found on the ground’.

¹⁰⁹ For a description of this form of corporal punishment, see Zaydān, (1979: 137).



tion so prevalent in the East’.¹¹⁰ The difference from local schools was that the
SPC did not intend to foster students’ talents as the ‘uthmāniye had pledged,
but to crush existing personalities before recalibrating them from scratch.
Thus, looking back over the first decade of his œuvre, Bliss gave a positive
assessment of the work of the college: ‘The graduates . . . are now utterly
unable to accept or tolerate the superstitions so prevalent in the East. They have
no longer any faith in their own religions, and have at least a full understand-
ing of what we hold to be the only salvation’.¹¹¹

The irony—as has been noted recently—that it was early Western mission-
aries who brought sectarianism to Bilad al-Sham in the 1830s, persisted into the
early twentieth century.¹¹² This was manifest in the fallout after the so-called
Darwin lecture in 1882, when President Bliss forced his staff to sign a declara-
tion of principles committing them to rejecting ‘the erroneous teachings and
practices of the Romish and Eastern Churches’.¹¹³ The contrast to al-Bustānı̄’s
work could not be starker: the SPC sectarianized the landscape of Beirut while
the wat.aniye was set up to overcome sectarianism. The whole affair also sig-
nalled the ambivalence within the Syrian Mission over a secular SPC’s relation
to the evangelical project that persisted since its establishment in 1866.

The schools of Zuqaq al-Blat eschewed the Manichean dichotomy between
‘traditional Muslim’ and ‘modern secular’ schools. Muh.ammad �Abduh had
designed a curriculum in Beirut that would make Islamic morality and indus-
trial science compatible and mutually inclusive. His was a mixture of sharp
criticism against Muslims in foreign schools (far less harsh against Ottoman
Christians, it should be noted) and an espousal of exchange between the 
people of the book. Historically, this syncretism may have turned out to be
utopian, not because of �Abduh’s naivety but because of the increasingly con-
frontational imperial world around him. Daniel Bliss, for one, was opposed to
tolerating other confessions. Other missionaries involved with the SPC were
even more outspoken. Henry Jessup reminded his president as late as 1893 that:

Education is only a means to an end in Christian missions, and we do not hesitate to
say that such a mission has stepped out of the Christian and missionary sphere [that]
aim[s] to have the best astronomers, geologists, botanists, surgeons and physicians in
the realm for the sake of the scientific prestige and world-wide reputation.¹¹⁴
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¹¹⁰ Scholz (Ph.D. thesis, 1997: 127).
¹¹¹ Quoted ibid. 127 n. 9. It should be added that Bliss’s assessment did not change much over the years

and in 1904 he reaffirmed that ‘we do aim to make perfect men, ideal men, God-like men, after the model of
Jesus Christ’. Quoted in Khalaf (1995: 73). ¹¹² Makdisi (2000: 90).

¹¹³ Kedourie (1974a: 68). ¹¹⁴ Jessup (1910: ii. 592).



Over the years, students and staff at the SPC managed to undermine its
parochial foundations and co-opt their education for universal ends. In the
nineteenth century as in the twentieth century, SPC students took collective
action against the college authorities.¹¹⁵This led to a polarization between ‘lib-
eral’ and ‘conservative’ factions within the administration towards the end of
the nineteenth century. The liberals around Cornelius van Dyck gradually
retreated from the college out of protest against the authoritarian measures
imposed on the student body.

The prayer crisis of 1909 exposed the sectarian nature of the SPC even 
more starkly.¹¹⁶ Two hundred Muslim and Jewish students publicly 
demonstrated against mandatory prayer attendance and almost caused the 
first of a number of international crises in the history of the SPC (and later
AUB). A missionary’s speech to the habitually mixed audience at the SPC did
little to quell the resistance. The following excerpt of the address was published
in al-Ittih. ād al-�Uthmānı̄ by Ah.mad T. abbāra, a dean of the rival Ottoman 
College:

We, Christians, are surrounded with great walls of enemies, the Moslems and others.
They prevent us from spreading the true call and await the opportunity to devour us.
It is our business, then, our sacred duty to break down these walls and tread upon them.
. . . These obstacles to our faith and to our religion are doomed if we will only fight
them as we should.¹¹⁷

After a prolonged struggle with the students and the Young Turk governor gen-
eral, the SPC administration was forced to distance itself officially from prose-
lytizing zeal once and for all. The renaming of the college as the American
University of Beirut in 1920 finally signalled the ‘abandonment of compulsory
religion for students and of religious tests for the teachers’.¹¹⁸ From the man-
date period onwards, student protest at American University of Beirut became
a distinct political force in the Arab world, even though during the cold war
another president could still argue in deeply prejudiced terms that ‘In the Near
East . . . the necessity for rather stricter supervision over student life is greater
than in America. Not only are serious temptations more numerous and more
accessible, but the early training of young men does not produce in them 
as much facility for moral judgment as is found in the average American 
student’.¹¹⁹
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Parents who continued to send their children to the American school made
sure the risk of conversion was minimal. Most student memoirs insisted that
the SPC provided the highest quality education in Beirut but they also articu-
lated a sense that the parental calculation to expose their teenagers to Western
missionaries further tightened family and kinship controls.¹²⁰

Ironically, youth alienation not religious conversion severed the last genera-
tion of Ottomanists from the first generation of Arab nationalists, as the AUB
became—in spite of itself—the most fertile ground in the region for all vari-
eties of radical nationalisms, Marxism and socialism, Palestinian liberation
movements, and Pan-Arabism. At the same time as staff and student popula-
tion gradually turned the AUB into an anti-colonial bastion, it continued to
provide personnel for the Anglo-Egyptian economy and colonial administra-
tion in Sudan, where graduates constituted a vital bureaucratic layer of colonial
occupation into the 1950s.¹²¹

Conclusion

This chapter has excavated not only an unexpected network of intellectuals but
also a hitherto unknown Ottoman and local educational ‘beehive’ in Zuqaq al-
Blat where considerable synergy between Muslims and Christians occurred.
But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s madrasa al-wat.aniyya may have stopped teaching during its
founder’s lifetime—the exact date of the school’s closure is uncertain—but it
was the intellectual well for most cultural activities between the civil war of
1860 and the dissolution of the Ottoman empire in 1918. Its teachers and stu-
dents went on to form cultural societies, establish newspapers, found other
schools, and become leading municipal politicians.

The discussion of Zuqaq al-Blat’s many colleges complicates the existing
historiography on educational history in the Middle East, historicizes the role
of the imperial Ottoman government, and compares the colonial pedagogy of
the Syrian Protestant College with interconfessional and Muslim colleges.
While the first president developed a modern teaching philosophy that aimed
at erasing his students’ existing beliefs and personalities, the official utterances
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of local and Ottoman educators showed a greater measure of appreciation of
existing student talents which they vowed to enhance.

However, even as we criticize missionary education, we must not be drawn
into either granting excessive charity to local schools or reproducing the self-
centred worldview of colonialism. I insist that, while the Jesuit and Protestant
universities were the most prestigious institutions in fin de siècle Beirut, foreign
schools were neither the only ones nor the natural choice for concerned par-
ents, as we see in the case of �Umar S. ālih. al-Barghūtı̄, a Palestinian boy sent to
Beirut to receive the education necessary to enter law school in Istanbul. The
rare account of �Umar S. ālih. ’s negative experiences in an Ottoman high school
also calls for scepticism regarding official school literature.

It is significant for this book’s historical framework that the sult.āniye 
school started as a local private initiative but was absorbed into the evolving
imperial structure of governance almost immediately after Beirut became a
provincial capital. Like other Ottoman schools during of the reign of 
Abdülhamid II, the sult.āniye was a reaction against both foreign and 
recitalist schools. This did not mean that Muslim reformers and the Ottoman
government advocated a secularist education system. On the contrary, Ben-
jamin Fortna’s general observations that ‘the moral element in the late
Ottoman approach was overtly Islamic’ held true also for Beirut.¹²² But the ini-
tiative for elite schools such as the sult.āniye came from local Muslim intellectu-
als before the state absorbed the existing structure into the imperial education
system.

Whereas conservatives like Yūsuf al-Nabh. ānı̄ argued that the state and state
education should exist to serve the proper enactment of conventional codes of
Islamic religion, Beirut’s reformists shared Muh.ammad �Abduh’s project of—
as Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen aptly put it—‘defining Islam for the state’.¹²³
State officials and Muslim reformers alike desired the alignment of a new con-
cept of Islamic orthodoxy with the project of state-building.¹²⁴ In this process,
the role of education in the sult.āniye and �uthmāniye schools was to infuse young
minds with a sound judgement of public morality and state loyalty. Courses on
moral sciences and Islamic civilization taught students to understand the 
lessons drawn from the scriptures and apply them to Ottoman realities.¹²⁵
Although we know few details about the education of the majority of the 
thousands of students who had passed through Beirut’s extensive education
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system by the end of the nineteenth century,¹²⁶ we may assume that the news-
paper debates and editorials attracted a wide enough literate audience to shape
public opinion. It is to the intertwining physical and discursive realities of
Beirut’s emerging political field that the following and final part of this book
now turns.
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III

�
Urban Words—Urban Worlds



Within us genies rebel,
And we are tempted by sins
And crime:
‘In Beirut there is a life other than the life of
Hard work and monotonous death,
There are magic Taverns,
Wine, perfumed beds
For the perplexed
Lost in the deserts.’

(Hawi 1993: 52, tr. Khairallah)



7

�
Public Morality and Social Marginality

This final part of the book examines physical places and mental spaces of the
city: on the one hand the central places of commerce, literature, and bourgeois
sociability such as theatres, coffeehouses, cabarets, early cinemas, and public
squares, and on the other the marginal places of perceived lower class vice and
bourgeois fear. A host of texts—newspaper editorials and medical publica-
tions, diaries and consular reports—invested all these spaces real-and-
imagined with meaning.

In the process, I argue, an elite discourse of morality and deviance emerged
in post-1860 Beirut which attempted a geographical alignment of evolving
class and gender notions. In other words, social activities were labelled as
deviant precisely because they occurred in central places that were envisaged to
represent more enlightened urban images for Beirut. Alcohol consumption,
gambling, prostitution, or lewd shadow plays were dangerous nocturnal activ-
ities that took place too close for comfort to respectable citizens.

As a consequence, elite notions of civility generated gender and class 
tensions that were fought over urban space. Generally, Arabic journalists 
felt a sense of panic or trauma that their society might be possessed by a 
civilization deficit. The discrepancy in fin de siècle Beirut between actual 
security and relative peacefulness and perceived lawlessness could not be
greater.

The police system was under intense scrutiny by the foreign community,
which regarded occurrences of criminal activity, whether assault, theft, or
smuggling, as irrefutable signs of state weakness and moral laxness, in particu-
lar when they led to sectarian violence. Although Beirut was spared the sectar-
ian violence of 1860, the maintenance of peace and stability in the city, and its
intellectuals’ quest for social harmony and economic prosperity, evolved
around—and was defined against—the memory of the devastating experience
of the war in the Mountain.



The atrocities of 1860 continued to feed uneasiness and mutual suspicion
between immigrants and inhabitants, social classes and religious confessions
until well into the twentieth century. Generations later, families still dated
events in their lives with reference to the civil war.¹ In this vein, Lebanon’s
foremost national historian, Kamal Salibi, has argued that, to many combat-
ants, the most recent Lebanese civil war between 1975 and 1990 ‘was in a fun-
damental way, a war to determine the correct history of the country’.² The
persistent urban angst about a return to the conditions of civil war is a common
theme in the historical sources on Beirut. Crime and murder may have tended
to be isolated and instantaneous night-time occurrences but local and foreign
commentators at the time expressed unease that the ‘slightest incident’ would
trigger ‘the eruption of this dreadful volcano’. Such statements suggest that
Beirut’s social relations and physical layout may have been affected by the
inhabitants’ fears of disorder, instability, and, indeed, a ‘relapse’ into ‘destruc-
tive primordialism’.³ Not dissimilar from British public moralists at the time
who identified London’s poor as a root problem in society, Beirut’s intellectu-
als were ‘one in the belief that there were “savage tribes lurking at the bottom of
our civilization”, which if not tamed and disciplined would ultimately over-
throw it’.⁴

The fragility of this order made public morality a recurrent theme as norma-
tive social gel and panacea in the writings of But.rus and Salı̄m al-Bustānı̄, Jirjı̄
Zaydān, and others. In their writings they embraced the forces of modernity
not merely as an adaptation of Western values but as an auto-emancipatory 
discourse from what was considered as a bleak past which needed to be over-
come through progress in material advancement, efficient use of time, educa-
tion, and social moral norms. Society was deemed dangerous unto itself and the
ignorant individual was viewed as the microbe of anticipated social decay. It is
in this sense that society in post-war Beirut was a moral creation.

Faced with such threats, the Ottoman provincial government and local
notables, merchants, and intellectuals worked together to establish norms and
forms of social containment. Legal stipulations and their physical enforcement
did not necessarily lead to the disciplined society envisaged by discursive con-
trol mechanisms and their contestations. Nevertheless, they shaped the urban
development of modern Beirut. It is in this sense that—to paraphrase 
Raymond Williams—much of the anxiety and instability that local intellectu-
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als and the authorities tried to overcome, as well as much of the physical squalor
and perceived disorderliness, were also ‘a consequence not simply of rapid
expansion but of attempts to control that expansion’.⁵ With this in mind, this
chapter explores the uses and regulations of social spaces and public places and
ties them to the discourses of morality and urban control that unfolded in
Beirut before and after 1860.

As I argued in the previous chapter, But.rus al-Bustānı̄ emerged as Beirut’s
guardian of moral consciousness after the civil war. His pamphlets Nafı̄r
Sūriyya contained passionate appeals to his fellow countrymen to overcome
their sectarian differences, individual and communal self-interest, and work
together for a better and more dignified common future. With an acute sense
of the judgement of history, he warns that the traumatic experience of civil war
is ‘like an ugly black spot that will remain a black spot in the history of Syria as
long as the sky is a sky and the earth is earth . . . an ugly spot running through
the pages of our history, replete with shame and desperation instead of love for
the nation’.⁶

However, his compatriots must and could overcome social fragmentation,
factionalism, fanaticism, ignorance, selfishness, and their basic instincts of
revenge by diverting the struggle towards altruism, knowledge, tolerance, and
love of the nation.⁷ Such ideals would provide, Bustānı̄ argued, strong founda-
tions to restore popular confidence in state and society. Beiruti public moralists
after Bustānı̄ continued to display a sense of urgency in prescribing the desir-
able interaction between state and society. As public and secular moralists they
increasingly turned the social life of Beirut into a new object of analysis and
intervention and thus came to shape the physical structure of the city.

Stages of Everyday Life

When the French geographer Vital Cuinet arrived in Beirut in the early 1890s,
he was impressed by what he saw: ‘Today’s city of Beirut is built as an
amphitheatre. Seen from the sea, its sight is very beautiful. One notices first of
all the imperial barracks’, then the mosques and the churches, and the univer-
sities and the schools on the hillsides which educated a total of over 23,000

pupils and students.⁸ Cuinet proceeded to count five public baths, ten public
fountains, six hospitals, fifty medical practices, thirty pharmacies, twenty-four
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cemeteries, thirty bazaars, and thirty caravanserails, twenty-five hotels, three
casinos, two circuses, fifty-five cafés, ten public beaches, two public gardens,
twenty-three police stations, ten carriage companies, thirty clockmakers, forty-
five jewellers, twelve photographers, twelve printing presses, and twelve
libraries.⁹

Cuinet further estimated that there were around 20,000 private houses in
Beirut. The vast majority of these houses were rented by more than one family,
either in collective occupancy (h.awsh) or by wage-earning bachelors in modest
second- or third-floor rooms in one of the qays.ariyyas for less than a mecidiye
per month (equivalent to four francs or three shillings and about a sixth of their
monthly salary).¹⁰ In his youth, the Arab historian Jirjı̄ Zaydān moved house
six times and criss-crossed the entire city of Beirut:

The tenant carries his house on his back. . . . Some houses had three rooms. There was
no urgent need for many rooms since people did not use any beds. In the same room
one could receive guests in the daytime and sleep at night. When getting up one would
fold the bed rolls and pile them one on top of the other on a chest on the ground.¹¹

Given the constantly rising rents, it is likely that the majority of Beirutis shared
young Zaydān’s experience of unsettled housing conditions. This was a world
apart from the grand villas on the hilltops around the city centre. The growing
prosperity and security in and around Beirut also affected aesthetic sensibilities
and domestic architecture. Vast two- to three-storey mansions were built,
whose high towers and multi-arched galleries commanded a magnificent view
over the city centre and the port. At the beginning of the nineteenth century
Beirutis had taken great risks by moving out of the sanctuary of the walled city
and built fortress-like palaces. At the end of the century the terraces became so
densely populated that fences and walls were erected around the properties to
ensure privacy and security from the streets.

In contrast to Beirut’s closed world of burgeoning private villas, public
places—such as coffeehouses, theatres, squares, or streets—offered an extra-
familial meeting place where people came together by chance as much as by
personal choice. If, as we have seen in the previous chapter, Ottoman state
schools educated conformity in Beirut, then—like in fin de siècle Vienna—the
coffeehouse was ‘the best educational institution for everything new’ for the
growing numbers of educated adolescents.¹² Coffeehouses and theatres on
Beirut’s main square, Sahat al-Burj, like the Café Qazzãz (Figure 6), moreover
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became spaces where not only Ottoman flâneurs with their red fezzes and black
frocks were ridiculed, but where stinging social criticism avoided punishment:

Just before the Young Turk revolution, one Sam�ān Būlus from Zgharta caused scandal
in the café of Najı̄b al-Khūrı̄ on Sahat al-Burj, when he dressed in the attire of a mushı̄r
[general] smoking a nargı̄la and mocking the social hierarchy under Muzaffer Pasha
[then governor of Mount Lebanon]. When reprimanded by an onlooker of the specta-
cle how he dares to wear the uniform of the highest rank in the Ottoman army, our hero
of the day replied: ‘Why should it matter to you, if I dress so smart?’¹³

Themes of the Night: Access, Security, and Danger

Throughout the year, Beirutis got up very early in the morning. Yet, daily rou-
tine in the summer differed greatly from winter months. In the heat of the sum-
mer business was conducted in the early hours of the day and late in the
afternoon, with a long siesta in between either at home or in the coffeehouses
near the workplaces. The limited daylight in the winter forced merchants and
shopkeepers to conduct all their business before the afternoon sunset. With the
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Fig. 6. Flâneurs on Sahat al-Burj in front of Café Qazzaz, c.1900. (Collection of 
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sudden nightfall, night-watchmen took to the street while workers, merchants,
and schoolchildren rushed home before darkness closed in on the city. Then,
the night ended as quickly as it began, as mu�azzins called for morning prayers
well before the crack of dawn. Coffeehouses near the mosques and the port
opened their doors in anticipation of their first customers and night-watchmen
extinguished the sparse oil lamps—the day had just begun.

But the night was far from ‘empty time’. Night and day were marked by a
multitude of urban practices that varied from community to community.
Saints’ days, Mar Maroun, St George, and Imām Uzā�ı̄ , as well as the annual
‘Day of the Forty Men’ (yawm rijāl al-arba �ı̄n) on the wide, sandy beach south
of Ras Beirut, were the city’s very own festivals. And much anticipated by the
Muslim population, the festive periods in the month of Sha�ban and Ramadan
habitually defied the darkness of the night. During Ramadan, the day only
really began in earnest with the setting of the sun. After the breaking of the day’s
fasting, the streets came to life late into the night, when relatives were visited,
and people were drawn to the markets and coffeehouses nearby. All too soon,
the drummers would make their rounds to wake up the city’s Muslim popula-
tion for early-morning prayers and iftār breakfast. Once a year, social activity 
lit up the dark hours of the night, while the days were reduced to a time of
anticipation.

During the nineteenth century, another kind of night gradually emerged in
Beirut. As the night was systematically conquered in the wake of physical and
technological changes in the urban fabric, a different rhythm of everyday life
and new dimension of urban thought began to dominate Beirut.¹⁴ Technical
advances such as street lighting brought about a new relationship between
nature and culture. In Albert Hourani’s words, the ideology of the city came to
be distinguished from the ideology of the mountain in that ‘for the villager,
rural society is created by God, urban by man’.¹⁵ As elsewhere, urban culture in
fin de siècle Beirut relied on the idea that the city was the centre of commercial,
aesthetic, and civilized life.¹⁶

The elite’s urbanity coincided with the development of public places for
leisure—shops, cafés, squares, and night-time places of entertainment—in the
wake of rising levels of material consumption.¹⁷ To But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s son,
Salı̄m, who worked closely with his father, as a coastal people (al-sāh. iliyyūn),
the Beirutis were exposed to both the benefits and dangers of contact with
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Europe. ‘While the people of the interior covet their customs more than the
coastal people, the latter were used to mixing with foreign nations and adopt-
ing both beneficial and offensive customs.’¹⁸

The city walls had been a marker of inside and outside as well as night and
day for centuries. Beirut was a well-fortified, if frequently attacked, port town.
The gates were closed at sunset (save one, which stayed open some hours later).
‘Everybody dines at seven P.M.; and shortly after sunset, the promenade is
deserted . . . the gates of the town are closed, and the busy hum of life subsides
into calm and stillness, as night closes on the scene.’¹⁹ However, what appeared
as an absolute barrier of nocturnal access to the city was in fact negotiable
through inside knowledge of the informal urban administration. For the Euro-
peans, according to Blondel, the curfew was not much of an inconvenience, for
when they acquired the password, they could enter and exit the city as they
desired. Moreover, if the sudden nightfall took a reveller by surprise, he could
enter the city by boat for a small fee.²⁰

More severe was the enforcement of personal lighting at night. Once inside
the city, it was strictly forbidden to walk without carrying a lantern after dark.²¹
In an official address to the inhabitants of Beirut in early 1860, the governor of
Sidon offered a strong warning ‘to bear lanterns on every walk in the sūqs and
the streets at night in order to ensure the maintenance of law and order in the
city’. As if naturally connected, the press notification also made specific refer-
ence to the prohibition of night-time gambling.²²

With the growth and prosperity of the city of Beirut and the changing habits
and opportunities of its inhabitants, the night became a new problem zone for
issues of law, order, and public morality that were particular to the urban envi-
ronment. The night opened up for work and leisure through two watershed
events whose transformation crucially determined Beirut’s cultural history: the
gradual erosion of the ancient city walls after 1840 and the introduction of gas
lighting after 1887.

New coffeehouses mushroomed in the Zaytuneh quarter and further along
the western seashore from the 1860s onwards. They started to attract people
from all walks of life and soon metamorphosed into respectable institutions.
The intramural coffeehouses stayed open for up to an hour and a half after sun-
set and became more crowded in the evenings. In contrast to the fashionable
café culture on Beirut’s promenades, some of the places of leisure inside the old
city were generally seen as disreputable, not least by the foreign community,
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who held them to be a den of the ‘Maltese, a dangerous people infesting the
Levant and provoking riots, stealing and all too often murder’.²³ Most locals
tended to look down upon the insalubrious conditions of the port quarter and
avoided the area altogether. ‘Two cafés labelled European have been opened
there, but they are only frequented by sailors of all nations who belong to ships
mooring in the port.’²⁴

One of the main concerns in the first municipal budget of 1868 was how to
finance ‘the salaries of the night-watchmen and street lighting which had been
incomplete and whose improvement had been postponed because it required
resources’. At the same time, the projected ‘increased revenue could put the
services on a better footing, most notably the improvement of street lighting
and the increasing of the number of night-watchmen’.²⁵ Their efficiency was
noted in the memoirs of Lewis Farley, the first clerk of the newly opened
Ottoman Bank whom we encountered in Chapter 3. In late 1857, one of his 
servants was arrested for not bearing a lantern after dark. He was brought to 
a police station and released only the next morning, well after an Ottoman
man-of-war fired the cannon shots that customarily marked the dawn of a 
new day.²⁶

Much changed for Beirut when the technological innovation of artificial
lighting pushed the limits of the day deep into the night along the main traffic
arteries. By 1906 over 1,300 gas lamps lit up the main arteries at fifty-metre
intervals. An incident related by an Austrian tourist in 1909 captures the stark
contrast of dealing with the night before and after the gradual introduction of
gas lighting in Beirut:

We leave the theatre and go home through the streets of Beirut which are gas lit only on
every other corner. There is a throng of men under each of these gas lamps and as we
pass them they are whistling a signal which is returned from the other end of the streets
where the same groups of men in their dark coats are expecting us. This scenario
accompanies us from street to street until we reach the hotel. ‘They are police signals,’
explained the consular agent.²⁷

Far from being prevented and restricted as had been the mandate previously,
the nocturnal activities of the foreign visitor came to be facilitated by the night-
watchmen who effectively provided a safe cordon of passage. Individual
responsibility for one’s safety at night had passed into the hands of the state,
here embodied by the night-watchmen. In the process, the Ottoman state had
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come to assume control of time and space in a routine, facilitating manner
rather than through restrictive mechanisms. Moreover, lighting had become a
factor of order while, conversely, nocturnal insecurity was increasingly associ-
ated with the absence of light. As certain parts of the city were brightly illumi-
nated, in other parts the night’s darkness grew more fearsome. Indeed, the
arrival of artificial lighting brought out the contradictions within the city; the
more brightly it shone in the centre, the more starkly did the outlines of the
darker regions stand out.

A prominent Russian resident in Beirut between 1896 and 1898 expressed the
ambivalent perception of the night when he confirmed in his memoirs that
there was ample nightlife even if late nights were dangerous, with frequent gun-
shots being heard in the distance.²⁸ The ‘underworld’ may have been pushed
out of sight by modern policing practices but not out of earshot. Consular
reports from Beirut likewise identified the night as the temporal location of
danger to the stability and security of the city. When an American consular offi-
cial was ambushed in the city late one night, the ‘individual . . . had posted
himself near a street lamp the better to ensure the correctness of his aim. [The
chase proved futile as] the latter however disappeared into the dark of the
night.’²⁹ As the street lamp facilitated and exposed night revelry, so this episode
highlights the ambivalent effects of artificial street lighting both as a spur of
access and a source of danger for nocturnal leisure.

Coffeehouses, taverns, theatres, and later cinemas became locations of 
political and cultural threats to public order that seriously challenged Ottoman
claims to urban control in Beirut. When a group of French actors was invited
by Beirut’s thespian community to perform an anticlerical play by the fashion-
able French author Eugéne Sue, students and staff of the French Medical 
Faculty in Beirut demolished the theatre in anti-masonic protest before being
rounded up and evicted from Beirut.³⁰ Like theatres, cinemas posed a political
threat to Ottoman authority. A little after the incident at the theatre, Beirut’s
first cinema on Sahat al-Burj showed a film on Moroccan resistance to French
occupation. French consular reports warned of ‘gallophobe’ sentiments in the
city and of a cross-Mediterranean conspiracy against the French mission. As a
remedy, they suggested setting up pro-French cinemas in Beirut and the 
Levant to counter the bad influence of the Cinema Pathé which—despite its

Public Morality and Social Marginality 201
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French origin³¹—was operated by an Italian, a certain Crisofalli who, in turn,
rented his films from Kramer’s, a German distributor in Izmir.³² Before the
First World War, French theatre and cinema was well-established.³³ Under the
French mandate, cinema continued to flourish on central public squares, espe-
cially on Sahat al-Burj, becoming the trendy entertainment for the male elites.
They were also, however, the sites of an emerging gender conflict over female
access to public space.³⁴

An increasingly frequent theme of the night was the danger associated with
the burgeoning industrial workforce that operated the city. With the emer-
gence of small- and medium-scale industries, as well as international infra-
structural investment sites such as rail and tramway work and factories,
professions appeared that typically involved night labour: transport industries,
water, gas, and electricity companies, newspaper printing presses, hotels and
restaurants, street cleaning, and cellulose factories. In addition, casual con-
struction workers migrated from the surrounding villages in Mount Lebanon
to the contractors’ collection points on Sahat al-Sur well before the crack of
dawn and loitered throughout the day until picked.³⁵ Together with the tradi-
tional maritime industry—the pearl-divers and Druze fishermen along the
shoreline of the Zaytuneh quarter—these night-time workers constituted ‘the
professional strangers of the floating worlds of the periphery’.³⁶

The Invisible Cage: Locating Social Evil and Urban Vice
We don’t see in the world a city whose population aspires to work hard like
Beirut’s.³⁷

In the first half of the nineteenth century, European visitors to Beirut had 
felt secure, particularly as the city was perceived as a sanctuary against the
allegedly inherently violent nature of the ‘tribes of the Mountain’. To Henri
Guys, the Beirutis were a peaceful if simple people, ‘their moral qualities have
preserved something of their simplicity and their primitive purity’.³⁸ Mission-
aries pointed to the vices that tempted the inhabitants at every corner. Where-
as before the ‘Pasha of Beirut [had] closed the only grogshop’, the Protestant
missionary Henry Jessup complained that by the turn of the century there were 

202 Urban Words—Urban Worlds

³¹ Weber (1986: 173).
³² MAE, Nantes, CEB 1894–1911, Beirut, 19 May 1911. Indeed, the following year a new French cinema of

the Société Etablissement Gaumont opened its doors in Beirut. MAE, Nantes, CB 1907–1914, carton 363,
Beirut, 16 Nov. 1912. ³³ Buhairy (1981: 67). ³⁴ Thompson (2000: 89–111).

³⁵ For a Bonfils photograph of the Sur area entitled ‘Labourers waiting for work’, see Debbas (1994: 81).
³⁶ Merriman (1991: 208). ³⁷ Lisān al-H. āl (6 Feb. 1888). ³⁸ Guys (1985: i. 156).



‘120 licensed saloons, and Moslems of the two extremes of society, the Turkish
civil and military officers and the lowest class of boatmen and artisans, drink as
much as the foreign Ionian Greeks, and the native so-called Christian sects’.³⁹

Jirjı̄ Zaydān was a public moralist whose autobiography—written for his
son in 1909—represents another kind of commentary on the perceived social
dangers in Beirut. Born in downtown Beirut in 1861 and educated in the Syr-
ian Protestant College, he left Beirut for Egypt in 1883 to pursue a distinguished
career as a journalist. Fear of local knaves was a recurrent theme in his memoirs.
His criticism was all the more severe as he was born into a modest family
(mutawassit. al-h. āl) and came in close contact with the roughs and toughs of
Beirut while working in his father’s restaurant off Sahat al-Burj. Subsequently
he raised himself from his social background through ‘hard work’, ‘persever-
ance’, ‘awareness of time’, and discipline.⁴⁰ Reminiscing about his youth as a
restaurant boy, Zaydān complained:

There remained for company only the idle people who had no work that they enjoyed.
These people would gather in my place; some would spend their leisure time during
work between morning and evening here. Their talk differed from the talk of crooks
only in form and expression: one would boast how he committed adultery taking pos-
session of so-and-so, the wife of the honourable such-and-such . . . Another would
show off with his abilities in fornication. Amongst them was a young hunchback
whom I heard saying that his hunch was the result of immoderation. . . . Such were the
mores of the masses of Beirut.⁴¹

The roughs and toughs of Beirut—or al-qabadāy—elicited the young Zaydān’s
fear and admiration. They were infamous in Beirut for their drinking bouts
which ‘would be attended by the wise man and the ignorant, because the
Beirutis have for a long time believed Araq to be of benefit before the meal and
wine with the meal’. Decent people would turn boisterous in the taverns:

When the wine went to their heads, one would start singing a Baghdadi mawwal. They
would listen well to his song and would interpret from it something that he wanted
from them, be it by way of praise and laudation or criticism and negative comments. 
It would then behove him or one of his friends or his companions to answer to the
mawwāl. Provided the singing was done with good humour, the party would take a
turn for the better. But if it consisted of criticism and insinuations, it would lead to
quarrelling and eventually to the drawing of knives and unsheathing of sticks.⁴²

As outspoken public moralists, But.rus al-Bustānı̄ andJirjı̄ Zaydānurged cit-
izens to embrace new opportunities of learning, productivity, and the public
good. Bustānı̄ admonished those who wasted their time ‘in coffeehouses which
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are filled with youths and grown-ups who frequently visit them in order to kill
time during the day and during the night they kill time at home playing domi-
noes and cards’.⁴³ Jirjı̄ Zaydān was even more explicit in an answer to a letter to
the editor (he probably also penned) which complained that ‘in some of your
articles on leisure time you consider sitting in a café an ugly habit. We don’t
understand what is so bad about this activity and those places. What breaches
manners and culture?’ Zaydān answered:

We are not saying that coffeehouses and their surroundings in public places are a
breach of manners. What we have said and are saying is that staying in cafés for days on
end is idleness and that this is particularly bad for the young given how difficult is has
become to find work these days. After 35 you won’t find a job. The chances for the youth
are already diminishing after 15. Between 20 and 25 is the best time of life, so why waste
it sitting in coffeehouses drinking beer and playing backgammon? It is then that we
determine our future and the rest of our life depends on it. You lose time and money if
you gamble.⁴⁴

For local merchants, more than for the European travellers and Ottoman
bureaucrats, it would appear, ‘time is now currency: it is not passed but
spent’.⁴⁵ City-time and local, merchant work ethic were becoming an invisible
cage, fundamentally structuring Beirut’s everyday life and measuring produc-
tivity and laziness, success and failure.⁴⁶

Fin de siècle Beirut did indeed begin to acquire the reputation of a hard-
working city where merchants and literary elites determined that leisure and
laziness had no place. Observing the rhythm of the city, the perceptive Egypt-
ian visitor to Beirut, Shaykh Muh.ammad �Abd al-Jawwād al-Qāyātı̄, noticed
when he resided in Zuqaq al-Blat in 1882 that

the people in this city work from day to night, rushing from their shops to the port,
buying and selling . . . Indeed, they have no time for leisure, pleasure and personal pas-
sions. They did not revel in nocturnal activities. They are more devoted to socializing
with friends and relatives than to get intimate with travelers and foreigners unless offi-
cial functions like banquets or weddings make it necessary.⁴⁷

The Neighbourhood Riots of 1903

Beirutis’ constant fear of subaltern threats to public order and confessional har-
mony was confirmed tragically in September 1903 when a sectarian vendetta
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�amal wa al-bat.āla’, Kanz al-Gharā �ib fı̄ muntakhabāt al-jawā �ib, i (Istanbul, 1878), 151–3.
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nearly caused a small-scale civil war between the lower class residents of the
suburban quarters Museitbeh, Basta, and Mazra�at al-�Arab. Throughout that
summer, ‘robbery with violence and murder were fast becoming matters of
every day occurrence’.⁴⁸ The authorities could do little to bring the situation
under control. The municipality was close to insolvent after years of extrava-
gant spending on public construction and the provincial government over-
whelmed with combating tobacco and arms smugglers.⁴⁹

At the same time, Christian and Muslim notables grew increasingly alienat-
ed from the governor general, Rashı̄d Bey, whom they accused of bribing
palace officials in Istanbul and suspected of being implicated in the ongoing
smuggling business south of Beirut.⁵⁰ In this atmosphere of mutual resent-
ment and alienation between Ottoman officials and local notables, public
security remained extremely fragile in Beirut. While notables joined forces to
have Rashı̄d Bey removed from office, subaltern animosity erupted into open
conflict on Beirut’s first bloody Sunday of the twentieth century: 6 September
1903.

The spiral of violence had been triggered the previous day when a Muslim
inhabitant was shot outside his place in the suburb of Mazra�a. The next morn-
ing, a Muslim group belonging ‘mostly to the lower classes, blacksmiths, boat-
men, porters, smugglers [and] port loafers’ laid an ambush for a group of Greek
Orthodox Christians coming out of the parish church in the prosperous mixed
quarter of Museitbeh. Allegedly connected to the elusive smuggler barons
Khid.r and Abido Inkidar, they were well-armed, young strongmen who had
the audacity—reported the acting British consul in Beirut—to ‘look their bet-
ters in the face with an insolent provocative stare’.⁵¹

To the surprise of the assailants and the investigating consular officials, the
Greek Orthodox youngsters appeared to expect the attack and returned fire.⁵²
In what followed, a total of four Greek Orthodox Christians, four Sunni Mus-
lims, and an Ottoman soldier were killed in gun battles across the southern
suburbs—‘the highest number of deaths in one incident’.⁵³ Scores of innocent
bystanders ‘regardless of age or sex’ were wounded, houses of ‘well-to-do peo-
ple’ were looted and destroyed.⁵⁴ By the time the governor general of Syria,
Nāz.im Pasha, arrived on 9 September ‘to an enthusiastic welcome by a large
crowd’, the police had the situation under control. However, fear of more vio-
lence was less easily quelled than actual violence. Between 15,000 and 20,000
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Christians fled to the mountains in fear of Muslim reprisals and, as a conse-
quence, Rashı̄d Bey was removed from office by the Porte.⁵⁵

Rare though episodes like this one were in late Ottoman Beirut, it allows a
glimpse into the volatile nature of sectarian relations between neighbouring
quarters in moments of government crisis. In the case of Mazra�at al-�Arab,
communal violence dated back—we will recall—to at least the political and
territorial ambiguities of the creation of the province of Beirut in early 1888.⁵⁶
Revenge was taken collectively against both the members of the suspected
community and their quarters. In other words, the Sunni vendetta for the
Greek Orthodox attack in Mazra�at al-�Arab was directed not at the Greek
Orthodox confession per se—the group could have ransacked wealthy Hayy
Sursuq, the Greek Orthodox quarter par excellence.

The sectarian clashes of 1903 were likely driven by residential rivalry and
professional animosity between Greek Orthodox stone masons from Ras al-
Naba� who worked in quarries behind Mazra�a and Muslim port-workers and
stevedores residing in the lower class district of Basta through which the
masons passed on their way to and from work.⁵⁷ The simmering tensions
between lower class Muslims and Greek Orthodox on the southern fringes of
the city had previously been contained by effective police presence and by
cooperation between the community’s elites. In the summer of 1903, however,
notables withdrew their support for a discredited provincial government and
thereby no doubt precipitated the crisis.

The post hoc analysis in al-Hilāl of the September violence went as far as to
suggest that ‘a group of Beiruti notables from the two communities encouraged
the criminals’.⁵⁸ Ultimately, the crisis was dissolved by cross-confessional
negotiations between Sunni and Orthodox notables from the Bayhum and
Sursuq families.⁵⁹ Their mediation was assisted by Beirut’s consular corps and
buttressed by the daunting presence of the USS Brooklyn in Beirut’s harbour.
Its commander let it be known—in a statement that eerily prefigured US 
foreign policy towards the Middle East since—that while the US would not
intervene in ‘civilized countries, . . . what happened was a cause for military
intervention [through] the landing of the blue jackets’.⁶⁰

What is curious about post-conflict moments like these is the ways in which
they were worked out in the public domain. In Beirut whose municipality
aspired so hard to make it a central and modern place, conflict management
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invariably ushered in a period of soul-searching and a resurfacing of what could
be called the intellectual elite’s trauma of perceived civilization deficit. News-
papers like al-Hilāl in particular led the way. While ‘most local journals agreed
that fanaticism and Muslim and Christian riff raff conspiring against each
other in vendettas were to blame’, Jirjı̄ Zaydān’s Egypt-based journal held that
it was general lack of education and particularly irresponsible behaviour of
some unnamed notables who ‘set on fire their brains [of the lower classes] with
the sciences [sic]’. Whether the vague reference to ‘the sciences’ was meant as an
indictment of their revolutionary potential or of scientific racism that swept
across the Mediterranean from Europe at the time, the author was acutely
aware of the manipulative nature of scientific knowledge.⁶¹

This furious attack against Beirut’s urban leadership was mitigated some-
what by the fact that al-Hilāl singled out Hājj Abū Salı̄m al-Mugharabil as an
example of ‘genuine nobility’. Mugharabil was credited by residents of Museit-
beh for having ‘protected Christians during this event as did Amı̄r �Abd 
al-Qādir in Damascus in 1860’.⁶² Significantly, al-Hilāl argued that ‘the dis-
tinction of this man lay not in the products of science, but in the fruits of 
his instinctive understanding and his good upbringing’.⁶³ In other words, 
scientific advancement is worth little—and potentially dangerous—unless it is
accompanied by a sense of morality and tolerance—two virtues ‘naturally’
linked, it was felt, to ‘good upbringing’.

But the article contained another layer of cultural criticism. Al-Hilāl contin-
ued: ‘How, then, is the lower class to be blamed?’ In fact, the journal argued,
‘the rich who is ignorant is much more dangerous for humanity than the igno-
rant poor’. Zaydān’s al-Hilāl blamed elite complacency and irresponsibility for
Lebanese relapses into violence and insurgence. The only way to overcome
harmful ignorance and indeed the perceived civilization deficit was through
education and learning.

Policing the City

In his foundational speech al-hay �a al-ijtimā �iyya of 1869, But.rus al-Bustānı̄
declared that the highest goal for the city authorities was to provide for safety
and happiness.⁶⁴ He both cherished and feared the melting pot of different
‘races’ that was Beirut, as there were constant challenges to the potentially
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bright future of the city. As the discourse of security took centre stage in public
opinion, imperial legitimacy and municipal accountability came to be strong-
ly equated with the ability of the authorities to maintain law and order. The
events of the summer of 1903 led many internationalobserversandlocal inhabi-
tants to blame the Ottoman authorities. There was a general perception that
‘[a]ll the violence was encouraged by the lack of an efficient police force’.⁶⁵
Public security was, however, a top priority of the Ottoman government which
could ill afford such accusations.

By the end of Abdülhamid’s reign, twenty-eight corps de garde posts—or
police stations—were built in the burgeoning neighbourhoods and quarters
around the city centre (Map 6). The distribution of these police stations had a
profound impact on the location and opening hours of cinemas, cabarets, casi-
nos, taverns, and alcohol shops. Policemen patrolled the streets to ensure that
all the taverns and alcohol vending shops which mushroomed in the peri-
central quarters of Minet al-Husn, Zaytuneh, and Sahat al-Burj between 1901

and the First World War were closed at sunset.⁶⁶ The task of the police was not
just to secure public order and collect taxes from these establishments, but 
also to watch over public morality and check on a myriad of regulations: appro-
priate dress code, proper parking, storage weights and measures, or alcohol
consumption.⁶⁷

The new spatial regularizations were reinforced by police laws and watched
over by Ottoman officers and local police units. It is striking that in the old city
itself there were no corps de garde posts—the nearest ones being on Sahat al-Sur
and the port. As for the corps de garde post marked on Zuqaq al-Blat (later, Rue
Maurice Barrés), close to the Grand Serail, it consisted of two two-storeyed
wings with an extensive annex for stables, arranged so as to frame a rectangular
courtyard with a well in its centre.⁶⁸ Two more corps de garde posts were placed
on the main arteries east and west along the tramway lines to Nahr Beirut and
the lighthouse respectively. But the highest density of Ottoman corps de garde
were found in the southern, low-class quarters of Sunni Basta, and Bashura, as
well as the confessionally mixed quarters of Ras al-Naba�, Museitbeh, and
Mazra�at al-�Arab near the two southern tramway lines. These quarters were
well-known trouble spots where a strong police presence was deemed necessary
in order to prevent the recurrence of the 1903 riots.

In terms of maintaining public order and security, the corps de garde system
was often strained. Sometimes only manned with one guard, the posts tended
to be ineffectual in quelling large-scale unrest. The 1903 riots had been sup-
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pressed by only fourteen Ottoman regulars. Occasional prison riots took days
to subdue, even if they occurred inside the domineering imperial Grand Serail
itself.⁶⁹ When three months later 1,400 Ottoman soldiers returning from a 
military campaign in Yemen passed through Beirut and were kept in the bar-
racks for a medical check up, they staged a mutiny for arrears in their pay in
front of the Grand Serail. The police were unable to disperse them and the gov-
ernor general was forced to give in to their financial demands.⁷⁰

Yet, overall, the period between 1903 and 1908 was one of relative calm 
and social cohesion. After occasional small-scale eruptions of violence in the
bazaars, order was quickly restored by the speedy arrival of patrols. On 9 June
1909 a consular dispatch reported on the first public execution in Beirut in
twenty-five years.⁷¹The French author considered the absence of state violence
a sign of inefficiency and corruption on the part of the Ottoman government,
but one could, in fact, also read the infrequent use of capital punishment as an
indication of Beirut’s informal patron–client system and effective elite control
over society.⁷²

Prostitution: Social Marginality in the Centre

Early in the nineteenth century the promiscuous European traveller had great
difficulty in realizing his Orientalist fantasies in Beirut. ‘Who would dare to
penetrate these fortresses of maternal and paternal power, or rather who would
not be tempted to dare? But alas! The adventures here are rarer than in Cairo.’⁷³
The Parisian literary scene had discovered Beirut in the 1840s and 1850s. The
correspondence between Gérard de Nerval, Gustave Flaubert, Maxime du
Camp, and Théophile Gautier are replete with lewd references to promiscuity
in Cairo, Beirut, and other cities in the Ottoman empire.⁷⁴ Camille Rogier
(1810–96), an Orientalist painter and director at the French post office in
Beirut, was this group’s trusted anchor in Beirut. Flaubert, who visited Beirut
in 1850, wrote home that ‘we have discovered that him and us are of the same
band of artists’.⁷⁵ After visiting Rogier, de Nerval admitted to the high price of
his conquests: ‘In Beirut I contracted VII shancres [syphilitic sores].’⁷⁶

Such debauchery was the pinnacle of the bad habits and European vices
against which Beirut’s public moralists repeatedly warned their fellow citizens.
At around the same time that the hotly contested 1884 Victorian Contagious
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Diseases Act introduced state regulation of sexual vice to London, prostitution
came to be viewed as a nocturnal vice and as such a rallying point for urban 
discourses on morality, hygiene, and state control in Beirut. The frequent 
displacement of Beirut’s brothels from one central quarter to another in the
second half of the nineteenth century was very much a reflection of the dynam-
ic growth of this city.

Before the urban expansion of the nineteenth century, the quarters of ‘pub-
lic women’, the sūq al-�ummūmiyya, were located around the Khan al-Arwam
inside the city walls. Gradually the sūq settled in Sayfi on the south-eastern side
of Sahat al-Burj. The soldiers of the French expeditionary force in 1860 were
such rampant customers that apparently both Beirutis and foreign residents
were shocked.⁷⁷ After the enlargement of the port of Beirut in 1895, some of the
maisons de tolérance, the officially licensed brothels, moved to the vicinity of the
city’s growing administrative and commercial centre. According to a one-time
head of the guild of porterage, ‘the sūq, as it was called since then, established
itself in sūq al-khammāmı̄r [the wine sellers’ market], between the Petit Serail
and the port east of the Muslim cemetery, before it was moved to the quarter of
Sayfi in 1913’.⁷⁸

With the return of the French army in 1920 the maisons de tolérance moved
to an area then popularly known as warā � al-bank (‘behind the bank’) or al-
Manshiyya behind the former Ottoman Bank building just east of Sahat al-
Burj. According to the accounts of an old Beiruti, at that time ‘the number of
prostitutes (al-mumsāt) was around 850 Arab women from Syria, Palestine and
Lebanon and no less than 400 foreign girls—Greek, Turkish and French’.
According to al-Sayyid Sha�bān, the most famous prostitutes were considered
great stars who offered their services in public houses that were the property of
respected local families such as the Shartūnı̄, Sa�d, Wakı̄m, Salı̄m, Mir�ı̄ ,
Sinnu, Fad.h.allah, Farah. , S.a�b, and—no less—the Greek Orthodox waqf.⁷⁹

The majority of prostitutes, however, were social outcasts who had arrived
from the outskirts of Beirut where, according to Neale, ‘hundreds of boys and
girls earned in the silk factories a ready livelihood by working as reelers’.⁸⁰
These workplaces were ‘manned’ in the main by unmarried women, the �amilāt
or banāt al-karh. āne (‘female workers’ or ‘girls of the silk spinning mills’).
According to Akram Khater’s research, by 1890 thousands of unmarried village
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women and girls worked in factories away from home on the mountain slopes
above Beirut. They were initially sent to earn money in the factories to sustain
their families’ honour by subsidizing their agricultural revenue in adverse eco-
nomic conditions. Yet, as the Maronite clergy and the patriarchal system 
considered female labour immoral in a factory where they would come into
contact with men, these women suffered intense social stigmatization.⁸¹ Some
of the female workers who—through their occupation—had achieved eco-
nomic self-sufficiency at the expense of having become unmarriageable left the
mountain for the promises of the nearby city.

In Lebanon, the term karh. āne survived long after the demise of the silk
industry. A karh. āne in Beirut became synonymous with ‘brothel’ while bint al-
karh. āne was an appellation for a woman of ill-repute.⁸² Whether the link
between the banāt al-karh. āne in the rural silk factories and the urban brothels
was actual or metaphorical, it appears that their image in the respective rural
and urban societies marginalized them on the grounds of their assumed threat
to the moral order. Both types of women were—to borrow the term for work-
ing women in nineteenth-century France—femmes isolées. The term suggested
‘that all such working women were potential prostitutes, inhabiting a margin-
al and unregulated world in which good order—social, economic, moral,
political—was subverted. . . . [T]he ambivalent causality (poverty or bad
morals?) was less important than the association itself because there was only
one cure for sexual license and that was control.’⁸³

In mandate Lebanon and Syria the devastating and traumatic experiences
during the First World War severely affected the role and the image of Lebanese
women. Hundreds of female orphans and widows were incarcerated in work-
houses so as to protect them ‘from debauchery, to which poverty “inevitably”
led them’.⁸⁴ By the time French mandate brought about what Elizabeth
Thompson defined as a paternalist welfare state, the causal link between 
poverty and immorality, once drawn by Bustānı̄ and Zaydān, had entered the
repertoire of gendered colonial intervention.

Conclusion

This chapter has connected physical, temporal, and social transformations—
the hidden rhythms of urban life and the effects of the conquest of the night. It
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has examined the production of marginality in Beirut in the context of a city
constantly growing and changing. Set in the dynamic conditions of everyday
life, a social phenomenon like marginality was produced against its notional
opposites—morality and order—through its multiple signifiers, Arabic news-
papers and Ottoman institutions. More, the city as a whole became at one and
the same time the place and the milieu, the stage and the stake of complex
social interactions.

As in other Mediterranean cities, neither local intellectuals nor the Ottoman
authorities objected to the vices they so painstakingly identified on ‘conserva-
tive’ grounds. In Zaydān’s memoirs, for example, it is noticeable that his objec-
tions underlie a sense that deviance was an obstacle to social change rather than
change being judged as a cause of that deviance. The mental concepts and the
material aspects of morality and marginality were constantly engaging in recip-
rocal signification in Beirut’s expanding urban space where central and mar-
ginal places—teeming trade and lewd leisure—refused to be separated and
shared the same geography.

Fear and demonization lay at the heart of Beirut’s bourgeois project of
modernity. The attempts by Europeans, Ottomans, and public moralists to
locate the internal enemies of society led to a constant drawing and redrawing
of social and cultural boundaries. They were constitutive elements of concept
of civility and the multiple civilizing missions in fin de siècle Beirut. As Freud
reminds us, ‘[l]iberty of the individual is no gift of civilization’.⁸⁵
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�
Urban Narratives of Modernity

‘The concept of civilization is derived from the city.’¹

In the modern Arab world ‘[t]he newspaper is a “second articulation” of the
city’.² This articulation is not restricted to providing information or establish-
ing an urban mode of communication. Rather

the press act[s] on the city: at certain times it becomes the city itself. . . . If the paper
seeks to be the artful image of the city, it invites the city to incarnate the paper. Tire-
lessly, it exhorts the city to repeat these ready-made phrases, to resemble these many
pictures on each page, to conform to these models of behavior, to remake its universe
to these specifications. The exhortation re-echoes in successive readings and group dis-
cussions in coffee shops. The junior official begins his day going through the whole
bundle, before even tasting his horse bean sandwich. On finishing his day he would not
think of going back to his home neighborhood without a periodical, or preferably sev-
eral, under his arm. Until quite late at night porters, artisans, the people of modest sta-
tion will solemnly spell out these communications laden with modern power. The city
has become information; information rebuilds the city.³

Beirut-as-text came into existence with the advent of a vibrant Arabic press
in the 1850s and 1860s. Beirut’s first regular newspaper, H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, was
published in 1858 and dedicated a prominent part of its news coverage to local
affairs. As I have argued above, this biweekly paper was instrumental in lobby-
ing for the establishment of a municipal council in the early years. Other news-
papers expanded literary activity in Beirut in the following decades. In the
course of this book we have encountered a number of them as they intervened
in provincial politics, infrastructural development, health issues and municipal
affairs. Al-Jinān, Thamarāt al-Funūn, al-Muqtat.af, and Lisān al-H. āl celebrated

¹ But.rus al-Bustānı̄, Nafı̄r Sūriyya, eleventh issue, 22 Apr. 1861, 64; and Ah.mad Fāris al-Shidyāq, ‘Fı̄ 
al-tamaddun’, al-Jawā �ib, 6 (5 July 1861), 4. Quoted in Shidyāq (2001: 91).

² Berque (1978: 14). ³ Ibid. 17, 19.



Beirut’s domestic architecture while vociferously continuing the cleansing cru-
sade of their journalistic predecessor H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār towards a healthy,
open city.

As a medium of mass communication through mass circulation they 
contributed to raising political awareness of local as well as international
events. By way of public readings and discussions of daily issues, this awareness
reached anybody who frequented places of banter and gossip, be it while 
chatting at the barber’s shop, in coffeehouses, or, later, on the tramway. In 
particular, the baladiyyāt sections in the local newspapers provided vehicles 
for the expression of a sense of urban participation in the formation of public
opinions and policies. Through their daily recurrence these news sections 
generated an unpremeditated contagion of urban identity in a shifting 
environment that reached far beyond the limits of the political and literary
elites. Newspapers created a political field which theoretically was accessible to
all, although in practice it was selective and discriminative. This discrepancy
was most acute in the different intellectual attitudes towards Beirut’s old and
the new city.

The Old City and the Logic of the Straight Line

I have never seen anything as bizarre, irregular, and extraordinary as the construction
of the Arab city of Beirut; the houses—built in stone—are higher than in any other city
of Syria; the vaults, the secret dead-ends, the dark passages, the narrow and winding
alleys initially inspire a kind of terror in the traveler who wishes to cross the city [where]
every house is shaped like an incaccessible dungeon.⁴

In the 1830s, Beirut’s Egyptian planners had limited their urban design initia-
tive to commercial, fiscal, and cosmetic measures. The harbour front was devel-
oped, new administrative divisions were created, and a number of extramural
streets were paved.⁵ The promulgation of new standardized construction laws
and urban management directives in the wake of the Ottoman tanz. ı̄māt
reforms orchestrated a fundamental restructuring, expansion, and diversifica-
tion of Beirut’s urban space.⁶ These laws which applied to Istanbul and the
provinces alike were revised and amended throughout the 1860s and 1870s, and
it was not until 1883 that they constituted an enforced, reliable, and binding
source of reference.
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The building code was subsequently translated into Arabic and serialized by
Na�matallah Nawfal and Niqūla Naqqāsh who made it available to the general
public on the pages of al-Jinān and other newspapers.⁷

In 1896, the Beiruti municipal engineer Amı̄n �Abd al-Nūr edited the 1883

Ottoman building code. In his introduction, he laid out the benefits of 
modern urban design:

When cities began to develop and progress and in them rose the sun of science and
knowledge, every inhabitant worked to improve and embellish his dwelling place and
give freely everything he can in decor and architecture (h.andasa). The improvements of
houses developed to the highest degree, but the streets and alleys remained in their nat-
ural state of narrowness, twistedness and filthiness that bothered the passers-by and
jeopardized urban health. Thus all growth and expansion in the cities stopped com-
pletely. It is manifest that civilization and construction are a result of careful planning
of roads, squares and buildings for the benefit of the public.⁸

�Abd al-Nūr expressed the hope that his publication would ‘promote public
works, enable the municipal departments to carry out their business and make
the property owners aware of their rights and duties’.⁹ Based on the latest sci-
entific insights, voids between buildings were considered essential ‘for the
purification of the air, the dispersal of bad smells and the penetration of the
light and heat of the sun into the cells in order to prevent them from rotting,
especially in streets where high buildings are already constructed on both
sides’.¹⁰ This scientific discourse was set in a politicized framework in which
public health, social hygiene, and urban pathology were elusive measures of
modernity in the eyes of authorities and foreign experts alike. The text antici-
pated by a year—and thus proved wrong—Dr Benoît Boyer’s damning report
of the authorities’ lack of concern for urban hygiene and geometry.¹¹

In the name of ‘the common good’, the construction law gave the state an
unprecedented legal framework for urban intervention and—ultimately—for
large-scale expropriation. Such a codification of state power over private own-
ership by way of naturally ill-defined public interest not only augmented the
purview of the state in the city’s economic affairs. The text also expounded the
virtues of the urban planner’s ‘logic of the straight line’—a logic which began
to transform the city centre physically. The law regulated the width of streets,
dividing them into five categories. At the beginning of each street a plate on a
wall was to specify its width. Article 5 stipulated that ‘private construction is

⁷ al-Jinān, 14 (1883), 49–53. ⁸ �Abd al-Nūr (1896: 3; italics added).
⁹ �Abd al-Nūr (1896: 5). ¹⁰ Ibid. 8.

¹¹ Boyer (1897). For a discussion of the impact of this text, see Ch. 4.



not allowed near places of worship, the port area, on the coast, in public places
and parks. Similarly it was not permitted to transform these places in any way
into private property except if the municipal departments deemed it necessary
to replace the old constructed locations.’ Any renovation or restoration had to
be made in the ‘original, customary form’. Part 2 of the construction law spec-
ified the procedures for street alignment. Before construction work was to
begin a profile map and a bird’s eye map were to be drawn of the street in ques-
tion. The file with the maps was then kept at the municipality’s registry for gen-
eral access for fifteen days. The governor had to approve the plans before the
municipality could put them into practice. The latter articles of the law were
concerned with fire regulations and prevention, unifying the façades of houses
facing the street, the norms for raising buildings, permits, fees, and prohibi-
tions on restoration, registration fees, and penal codes.

In �Abd al-Nūr’s edition, this already very detailed code was further explicat-
ed through footnotes in which the engineer made cross-references, applied the
legal-normative text to particular situations, gave explanations for a meaning
of particular terminology or reasons for seemingly arbitrary rulings. Time and
again during the 1890s, the municipality found itself anxiously poised between
its task of modernizing the city’s infrastructure, applying the rule of municipal
law, and its role as protector of the well-being of its population as a whole.

On Suq al-Fashkha

The old city of Beirut became publicly identified as a problem zone as soon as
the biweekly newspapers Lisān al-H. āl and Thamarāt al-Funūn appeared in the
mid- to late 1870s. In particular Suq al-Fashkha, once one of the centres of
Beirut’s local economy with its workshops and coffeehouses, came to embody
a menace to ‘the triad of civilization’¹²—beauty, hygiene, and order—during
the Hamidian period of urban reform:

Our city does not have the benefit of offering sight to beautiful, welcoming markets
like the ones in European cities. Its commercial centre evokes [anxiety], and current
plans to hasten the matter and to reform Sūq al-Fashkha are laudable. For the space
(aqdām) suffers from overcrowding and delays in passage. If renovations were to appear
between Bab Serail and Bab Idriss it would be more hygienic and aesthetic. For in 
the city the carriages and ambulant vendors continue [to block the way] from both
sides.¹³
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Ten years later and just a few months after the general euphoria over the estab-
lishment of the provincial capital of Beirut had subsided, the newspapers took
stock of the sobering state of affairs of Beirut’s urban fabric. ‘Beirut has become
the garden of wealth [and] is truly the bride of the East (�arūs al-sharq). But
there are persistent forces that belittle its role and that frustrate its order.’ In
particular, the lack of order and geometry led to ‘crowding and aggression’.
Straight streets were advocated because they would generate ‘charm, peaceful
perambulation and health of the country’.¹⁴ The message was that something
needed to be done to Beirut for it to merit its capital status.

Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s’s publishing house decided to commission �Abd al-Nūr’s edi-
tion of the Ottoman construction law at a time when unambiguous legal defi-
nitions had become necessary. Beirut’s first major inner-city demolition
scheme had just generated protest amongst the affected residents and governor
general Ismail Kemal Bey began to tackle the problem of downtown traffic cir-
culation. Much praised for his forceful hands-on approach to the old city, the
governor general finally turned Suq al-Fashkha into a traffic ‘artery’ by widen-
ing and aligning the busy east–west connection between Bab Idriss and the
Petit Serail.¹⁵

Backed by imperial rules and procedures, he ordered the alignment of the
two parallel luxury market streets perpendicular to Suq al-Fashkha—Suq al-
Tawila and Suq al-Jamil—thereby hoping to improve the connection between
port, city centre, and Sahat al-Sur. Not only were these ‘plots in the middle of
the old city probably the most valuable ones in the entire city’, Beirut’s cham-
ber of commerce had also recently moved to the corner of Suq al-Fashkha and
Suq al-Tawila.¹⁶ Nearby, on the fringes of the old city centre, the great khans of
Beirut—Ant.ūn Bey and Fakhrı̄ Bey, Barbı̄r, H. amzı̄ and Hānı̄ & Ra�ad—had
emerged between the 1850s and the 1870s. Then, in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s,
the wikālas of the great merchant-cum-notable families, Bustrus, Thābit, 
Sursuq, Ayyās, Shaqqāl, Ah.dāb, Dimashqiyya, and Zal�ūm, mushroomed
around the khans.

Until 1888, the municipality of Beirut and Ottoman authorities had strug-
gled to optimize the port facilities for the city centre. With capitalist urbaniza-
tion, commerce, transport, and communication were conducted around and
even against the original centre. The part to the south of Suq al-Fashkha con-
tinued to exist as a vibrant place of small- and medium-scale commerce and
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dwelling, but it became perceived as an obstacle to the exigencies of traffic and
the logic of the straight line.

The issue of compensation caused the implementation of the street align-
ment project to be stalled temporarily. This led the British consul general to
speculate, ‘maybe the ill-feelings on the part of some Muslims caused the
removal of the vālı̄ ’.¹⁷ But after Ismail Kemal Bey’s premature recall to Istan-
bul, his successor, Khālid Bey Bābān, resumed and delegated construction
works to the municipality. In 1894, the municipality decided that the streets
would be widened from an average of seven to twenty dhirā � (5.25 to 15m.)
‘beginning at the coast (sahl al-bah.r) and finishing on Sahat al-Sur and running
past the new municipality building, and from the wikāla Tuwayni and Sursuq
in the north to Bab Idriss’ in the west.¹⁸ In the process, a number of markets
were to be pierced and flattened, most notably the ‘lower vegetable market’ and
parts of the blacksmiths’ market. To this effect ‘the municipality commissioned
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the drawing of a map of the two large streets . . . decided to inform the inhab-
itants and to set up a committee to assess the appropriation of property’ in
accordance with article 12 of the building code.¹⁹

Such measures failed to appease the affected residents. Instead, they staged
desperate protests against the governor general, claiming the compensation
scheme in no way made up for the expulsion from their livelihood. When it
transpired shortly afterwards that ‘governor general Khālid Bey had made mis-
takes in the assessment of the widening of the streets’ he was duly recalled to
Istanbul.²⁰ Like his predecessor, he was unable to reach an equitable agreement
with the residents. Khālid Bey’s successor, Nas.s.ūh. ı̄ Bey, appointed a committee
of local notables to look into the dispute between the residents and the munic-
ipality.²¹ They agreed that the only way to come to a solution in this conflict
was to increase taxation on certain goods, and to hold the foreign community
accountable, in particular the investment companies which benefited most
from the effects of these urban renewal measures.

Although the new streets were officially opened amid public celebration in
Bab Idriss in May 1894, the financial aspects of the construction remained
unclear, and they were to haunt municipal politics throughout the mid-
1890s.²² In 1893, rumours circulated in Beirut’s press that the project would be
co-sponsored by a foreign ‘financial company’ which would share the expenses
with the adjacent house owners whose property value rose.²³ No names were
mentioned but during further demolition work in 1896, open confrontation
erupted between de Perthuis and his port company on the one hand and the
municipality and the local press on the other.

When de Perthuis issued a company statement pleading his company’s
exemption from the costs of the demolition, construction, and paving, on the
grounds that it had already contributed enough to the city’s welfare,²⁴ al-
Bashı̄r and Thamarāt al-Funūn joined forces and ran articles that demanded
that the port company shoulder its share of the costs: ‘We had hoped that the
port company was there for public benefit’ and that ‘the port company had
promised assistance worth 100,000 francs or more’.²⁵ It is unclear whether the
company yielded to these popular press demands but it appears that the munic-
ipality was forced to raise taxes in order to meet the legal and financial obliga-
tions vis-à-vis its constituency claiming reimbursement.
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Capitalist pressures notwithstanding, the old city of Beirut was not trans-
formed into a colonial bridgehead, a fate that beset many other Mediterranean
port-cities at the time. This episode signalled to the de Perthuis family that they
had outstayed their welcome. Three years later, they packed their bags. After
having dominated entrepreneurship in Beirut for forty years they put their
three residences in the consuls’ quarter and in Mount Lebanon up for sale.²⁶

Beirut avoided the urban colonialism that so virulently partitioned North
African cities in part because of the provincial scale of the economy and in part
because municipal resistance was based on popular legitimacy. Devolution of
power to the provincial and urban levels in Ottoman cities allowed local nota-
bles a significant measure of agency that colonial cities lacked. Although the
old centre was spared complete hollowing out and deliberate erosion, more
subtle shifts did take place. The modern markets and office buildings built
from the 1880s onwards migrated to the fringes of the old city where the ram-
parts had fallen into disuse and left a relatively wide strip of undeveloped real
estate. Often integrating old columns and stonework into the new structures,
the Suq Sursuq off Sahat al-Burj or the elegant market streets on the western
edge of the old town were marked by a high degree of symmetric urban
design.²⁷

Significantly, this relatively ‘organic’ gravitational shift in downtown devel-
opment gave way to wartime expedience when local decision-making was
severely restricted during the First World War. With the collusion of some of
the city’s speculating businessmen, the governor general �Azmı̄ Bey ordered the
destruction of the large sections of the old city in 1915 (see Figure 7). In what was
part of a wider street-piercing campaign in the old towns of Aleppo, Damascus,
Beirut, Jerusalem, and Jaffa, residents were forced to cede as much of their land
as was deemed necessary to achieve the standard-size width of the street.²⁸ In
cases where houses had to be partly or fully demolished, their value was esti-
mated and the proprietor received a promissory note, or municipal bond.

This scheme was designed so that the municipality had an option on buying
out the displaced without much cash flow being incurred. However, it also had
the effect of creating a demand for the shares by the property speculators who,
Ruppin implied, found it financially attractive to buy ‘those plots the munici-
pality acquired in this way . . . at municipal auctions’, or to buy out the shares
of the pressured owners directly. Thus, when the French took over Beirut in

220 Urban Words—Urban Worlds
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1920, they found a half-destroyed old city and a speculative real estate market
before them—ideal conditions to put into practice the latest fashions of urban
design. Indeed, much of the colonial confection around Place d’Étoile that
today marks Solidere’s showcase for urban preservation is mandate architecture
on land razed under the Ottomans.

Arthur Ruppin, the ‘real estate agent’ on a mission for the Zionist Fund,
considered this method ‘very successful because it enabled the cities—despite
the cash shortage—to execute major and expensive urban development
schemes, without damaging private interests unnecessarily’.²⁹ When adopted
by the Zionists themselves, such a scheme was even more successful because
during the mandate they could largely dispense with the bonds when Palestine
was sold plot by plot by absentee landowners and intimidated peasants.

New City: Inscribing the nahd. a into the Urban Fabric

While the old city was a constant source of anxiety and physical intervention,
the new quarters of Beirut epitomized everything the city centre was not. ‘Spa-
cious’, ‘breezy’, and ‘lofty’, Ashrafiyya in the east—where ‘nothing was left but
to soap the soap’³⁰—Zuqaq al-Blat in the south, and Ras Beirut in the west,
were the antitheses of the old city and imagined as beacons of enlightened
urbanity. In Chapter 6 I argued that the quarter of Zuqaq al-Blat became the
birthplace of Beirut’s educational revolution after the civil war of 1860. Just
south of the Grand Serail on Qantari hill, this new quarter also became the
home of a host of municipal protagonists and public moralists who we have
already encountered in the course of this study. The atmosphere of the quarter
also attracted wealthy merchants to move out of the old city and who, by way
of their lavishly designed mansions, came to be identified regionally as Beirut’s
‘aristocratic class’.³¹

The literary elites of Beirut were aware of their surroundings and regularly
commented on the beauty of the houses at nightly socials. Architectural 
eulogies—both tongue in cheek and honestly exuberant—were rendered in
honour of a guest or spontaneously made up as teasing allegories for the polit-
ical power of the house owners in question. Few such poems have been passed
on, let alone published. Some literary examples of poetry on the city’s domes-
tic architecture insinuate the intimate connection between the intellectual and
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the physical levels of the production of space in fin de siècle Beirut. They also
illustrate the aesthetic consciousness as much as the sense of humour that ruled
the hedonists among the intellectual elites. One of the most magnificent hous-
es in suburban Beirut belonged to Muh.ammad Bayhum, municipal president
between 1892 and 1894. It inspired a poem by Shākir al-Khūrı̄ in the popular
qas.ı̄da metre:

You possess a house the hearts desire you have a heart that knows no vice
Never sets the sun upon your house for your noble character knows no price
Emerging from your place in Ras Beirut you are the literary head of all Beirut.³²

If Muh.ammad Bayhum’s was the supreme house in all of Ras Beirut at the time,
Ibrāhı̄m al-Yāzijı̄ proclaimed—with neighbourhood pride reverberating—the
mansion of Yūsuf Judāy, the wealthy Zuqaq al-Blat merchant and municipal
member, as ‘the most beautiful house in the Syrian lands’ (see Figure 8).³³ This
particular house had already entered the annals of the popular neo-adāb
poetry shortly after it was built, when Ibrāhı̄m’s father Nas.ı̄f al-Yāzijı̄ 
dedicated these verses to his new neighbour in 1862:

For Yūsuf al-Judāy was built today a blessed house in which happiness 
roams

Nightingales of revelry sing nearby and stars of fortune proudly rise in its 
heights

Uniquely built in the regions of the East a unique soul who enjoys its merry 
nights

For me writing its history I pray for him May God protect the house and its 
builder.³⁴

Yaziji’s affiliation with this mansion, where consecutive governors of Mount
Lebanon resided, did not stop at the descriptive level. Yūsuf Judāy commis-
sioned him to physically inscribe his poetry into the house as part of the luxu-
rious interior decoration. Yāzijı̄’s nineteen-verse qas.ı̄da was etched in golden
ink as a frieze decoration around the high walls of the central hall. Nowhere was
the semiotic nexus between the representation of space and the space of repre-
sentation more intimate than in this incident.
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Other ‘aristocratic’ central-hall mansions in Zuqaq al-Blat also used—to
great effect—the architecture of their mansions to display and, indeed, stage
their social status.³⁵ Multi-arched galleries like the al-Khūrı̄ mansion in upper
Zuqaq al-Blat had a commanding view over Beirut, the blue Mediterranean,
and the snow-capped Mount Sanin in the background. While elaborate turrets
distinguished the Sursuq quarter east of Sahat al-Burj, the quest for verticality
also defined the domestic architecture in Zuqaq al-Blat and Museitbeh. The
medieval-style Far�ūn palace and the villa of Mukhayyish were both completed
around 1898.

The residence of Amı̄n Pasha Mukhayyish is the only physical reminder 
of Zuqaq al-Blat’s late nineteenth-century history as a hotbed of freemasonry.
An international textile merchant who was also a prominent Muslim member 
of the provincial council, he crowned his mansion’s entrance with a collage of
the symbol of a freemasons’ lodge (a shining triangle with a star in its centre) 
and the Ottoman emblem of half-moon and star.³⁶ Likewise, neither the
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impressive residence of Salı̄m Salām, nor the double-winged qas.r of Marquis
Mūsā de Frayj had merely aesthetic value. These urban villas and bourgeois
palaces self-consciously expressed political purpose and elite perceptions. Large
sections of these houses were designated as servants and staff quarters, 
which suggests either large families in residence or frequent and large social
functions—or both.

On the occasion of the birth of his son in November 1889, the Marquis 
de Frayj put the latest gas-lighting techniques to great effect. In a spectacle of
light and fireworks, he illuminated the ornate architecture of his residence. 
For those excluded from this ‘luxuriant party [for some] 250 guests from
amongst the elites (zawāt, a �yān and kubār) of our city [where] leisurely 
play was performed, reforms of our customs and morals and the revival of 
the city’s monuments was talked about’, Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s, de Frayj’s neighbour,
gave a guided tour in his Lisān al-H. āl : ‘akin to a celestial tower, beaming gas
lights and torches were glowing. The courtyard, gardens, staircases and the
rooms were decorated with a variety of lights surrounded by aromatics and
flowers’.³⁷

In Zuqaq al-Blat, the municipal members H. usayn Bayhum, Mūsā de Frayj,
and Muh.ammad Sa�ı̄d Bey Mukhayyish also enjoyed the company of similarly
successful journalists like Lisān al-H. āl ’s Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s or French doctors at the
Jesuit Medical Faculty, such as de Brun and Calmette. Municipal presidents
like Thamarāt al-Funūn’s editor in chief �Abd al-Qādir al-Qabbānı̄, and Muh.yı̄
al-Dı̄n H. amāda kept Zuqaq al-Blat at the heart of urban politics for decades.
In terms of wealth per quarter, Zuqaq al-Blat was probably second only to the
predominantly Greek Orthodox quarter of Jummayza/Mar Niqula where the
mansions of the inter-married families of the Sursuqs, Bustrus, T. rāds,
Tuwaynı̄s, Fayyād. s and Dāghirs formed an exclusive network of merchants 
and rentiers around which other well-to-do Christian families grouped 
themselves.³⁸

Jummayza/Mar Niqula’s confessional homogeneity and exclusivity was
exceptional for fin de siècle Beirut. On the whole, urban quarters and neigh-
bourhoods were socially and confessionally mixed. To be sure, the wealthy
houses of Jummayza and Zuqaq al-Blat were a world apart from insurgent
Mazra�a, Ras al-Naba�, or Basta, although physically they were within walking
distance. By the end of the Hamidian era, the city of Beirut became differenti-
ated discursively and spatially between the old and the new city, wealth and
poverty, morality and marginality, health and disease.
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Markazuna: The Transformation of Beirut in the Eyes of
the nahd. a

The most preferred and the highest form of accomplishment can only be achieved in 
a city—not in the smaller units of community. The truly good can only be 
achieved through choice and free will. However, as the same also counts for evil, it is
possible that the city, too, supports itself in the attainment of evil. A city where 
happiness can be attained is one in which mutual support is directed towards 
that through which one reaches the common good of integrity. This is called a vir-
tuous city.³⁹

In Bilad al-Sham the image of the modern city was central to the two broad
strands of the Arab cultural revival (al-nahd. a al-�arabiyya) of the late nine-
teenth century: secular renewal and religious reformism.⁴⁰ The Tripoli-born
journalist and essayist Farah. Ant.ūn (1874–1922) whose intellectual dispute
with Muh. ammad �Abdūh over the interpretation of the philosophy of Averroes
(Ibn Rushd) polarized the newspapers of the day,⁴¹ incorporated both these
strands into his utopian works of fiction. Both al-Dı̄n wa al-�ilm wa al-māl; aw
al-mudun al-thalāth (Alexandria, 1903) and Urushālim al-jadı̄da aw fatah.a al-
�arab Bayt al-Maqaddis (Alexandria, 1904) were critical commentaries on 
modern Arab society.⁴² The enigmatic title New Jerusalem; or the Conquest of
the Arab Holy City [Jerusalem], conjures up images of both celestial ‘New
Jerusalem’ and the modern Jerusalem of historical renewal, al-tajdı̄d, ‘the 
former being the archetype of the latter’.⁴³ Religion, Science and Money; or the
Three Cities is set in an imaginary fin de siècle world split into three rival cities—
Religion, Science, and Money—which had completely destroyed each other in
war. The protagonist struggles to reconstruct them into a united organism
superior in organization and harmony even to the city out of which they had
emerged originally.⁴⁴

In the context of the Ottoman empire, Farah. Ant.ūn’s urban perception dif-
fered fundamentally from previous urban biographies, such as Mikha� ı̄ l
Burayk and Ah.mad Bud.ayrı̄ on eighteenth-century Damascus, or Fad. lallah
H. alabı̄ on early nineteenth-century Baghdad and Aleppo. Whereas their
accounts had been chronicles of proud, urban pasts, Farah. Ant.ūn’s work proj-
ects his ideal city into the future. Much like Giambattista Vico’s The New Sci-
ence, Ant.ūn’s ideal society was not created by God, but it was built on secular
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‘self-making’—as Edward Said has called Vico’s project—the desire and ability
to perfect the human condition.⁴⁵

In Ant.ūn’s literary discourse the absolute space of the sacred city, the histor-
ical space of the secular, political city, and the abstract space of capitalism are
engaged in a constant struggle.⁴⁶ Similar to Thomas More’s Utopia, Vico’s The
New Science, Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis, and—if read through a nineteenth-
century bourgeois lens—al-Farābı̄’s much earlier City Virtuous, Ant.ūn’s urban
utopias were no mere fantasy but meant as proscriptive commentaries on press-
ing social issues such as the civil strife in Mount Lebanon and human struggle
in general.

The urban writings of Beirut’s literati were neither merely a reflection of the
banality of lived reality nor of the colonial contempt in which imperial bureau-
crats and Ottoman literary elites would hold distant provincial capitals like
Baghdad or San�a.⁴⁷ Rather, in their poems, essays, and editorials, literary
imagination actively intervened in the process of the multiple production of
urban space. They posited modern Beirut as the attainable utopia—the city
hopeful—that would unify a war-torn country. In the three decades after the
civil war in Mount Lebanon, Beirut became both the physical embodiment
and the vision of modernity upon which the city authorities based the physical
transformation of provincial capital urbanism in the 1890s and 1900s. Thus the
urban development of Beirut emerged not only as the effect of Ottoman rule,
but also fundamentally as the concerted effect of local, cultural production.

In the course of the nineteenth century the burgeoning city of Beirut
inspired poets in Beirut, Istanbul, and Cairo. H. adı̄qat al-Akhbār, al-Jawā �ib,
and al-Muqt.ataf intermittently published homages to Beirut.⁴⁸ International-
ly, Beirut’s most famous urban epithet is probably Emperor William II’s expres-
sion: ‘The jewel in the crown of the Padisha’.⁴⁹ Local qas.ı̄das endowed Beirut
with ornamental epithets, like ‘the cherished’ (al-mah.rūsa), the ‘bride of the
sea’ (�arūs al-bah.r), or ‘the flower’ (al-zahra). They suggest not only an emo-
tional identification with the city—a particular pride of place—but also that it
was very much present in the ‘writerly’ imagination.⁵⁰ Such ‘urban madı̄h. s’ that
extol Beirut’s ‘blessed geography’, ‘the splendid views’, and ‘the rich history’,
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constitute, in the terms of Raymond Williams, an essential ingredient of the
production of difference between city and countryside whereby the city was
viewed as the product of enlightened spatial practices and the countryside as
unrefined pre-modernity.⁵¹

In al-Bustānı̄’s al-hay �a al-ijtima�iyya essay, which literally translates into ‘on
social structure’, the author laid out what he called the needs of Beirut society
as follows: ‘Beirut is the place of our residence and our homeland (wat.an). It is
one of the links in that great chain [of harmony among the human race] and as
the centre of this chain it is vital for us—for Syria, our country—because it is
the connecting element between our country’s soul, between itself and foreign
countries.’ In contrast to the urgent and emotional appeals to his compatriots
in Nafı̄r Sūriyya just after the civil war, this speech was far more optimistic.
Beirut has emerged once again as a place where people of different origins,
Easterners and Westerners, mix and mingle. ‘They may differ in race and taste
but they share the same values, especially commercial, urban and cultural.’ He
conceded that ‘riff raff ’ continued to ‘contaminate the cleanliness of their
country or the streets of their city’ but, on the whole, ‘healthy ties and harmo-
ny between the rest of the fellow countrymen and the foreigners’ ensure that
the situation could be improved. After all, he concluded, ‘the majority of
Beirut’s population are civilized and their affection is entirely directed and
inclined towards civilization’.⁵²

Bustānı̄ had a premonition that the city could once again become the site of
‘barbarity’ but he draws his optimism for the future of Beirut from the progress
already made in the general project of ‘establishing a civilized people’. In his
world, the subaltern was illegitimate, poorer inhabitants were ‘riff-raff ’ and
had no place in a civilized city. Bustānı̄’s 1870 Arabic dictionary Muh. ı̄t. al-
Muh. ı̄t. extends the idea of Beirut’s society as bearing a normative, civilizing mis-
sion to cities in general. The entry of the verbal noun tamaddun from the root
m-d-n (inhabit, settle, dwell), is defined as the process whereby ‘man is molded
into people of cities (ahl al-mudun) by morals (akhlāq) and [the cities] move
them [the people] from a state of barbarity and ignorance to a state of human
sociality and refined learning’.⁵³

Such bourgeois self-perception was to set the tone for thinking about fin de
siècle Beirut. In the 1870s the Bustānı̄s introduced a new style of writing about
Beirut in particular through their bi-monthly al-Jinān (1870–85). Unlike pre-
vious historical writings on the city, such as But.rus al-Bustānı̄’s ‘On the city of
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Beirut’ (c.1850) which presented knowledge of Beirut’s Ottoman past in
dynamic cycles of prosperity and deterioration, al-Jinān began to ascribe to
Beirutaparticulargeographical roleandsystematicallymapped out the city’s fu-
ture.⁵⁴ In al-Jinān, three editorials by Salı̄m al-Bustānı̄ stand out: ‘Markazuna’
(‘Our Centre’, 1872), ‘Asbāb taqaddum Bayrūt wa numūwuha al-sarı̄ �’ (‘The
Reasons for Beirut’s Rapid Progress and Growth’, 1884), and shortly afterwards
‘Madı̄nat Bayrūt wa ih. tiyājātuha’ (‘The City of Beirut and its Needs’, 1884).

In ‘Markazuna’, Beirut’s geographical centrality emerges through its natural
and cultural position between Egypt and Istanbul and between Europe and
India. Using expressive metaphors, Bustānı̄ outlines Beirut’s multiple future
roles. As al-bāb (‘the gate’), Beirut’s ‘natural strength’ lay in the ways in which it
centripetally absorbed the qualities of the worlds around it: trade and agricul-
ture.⁵⁵ Mount Lebanon and the agricultural hinterland are ascribed the role of
al-batn (‘the interior’). Bustānı̄ realized that in this geo-economic division of
labour, the mountain and its ravines suffered most from the recent recession, but
they are also the places where ‘bedouins’ and ‘thieves’ carry out attacks against
the achievements of the centre and its lines of communication and transport. In
contrast, the city is the place of ‘steam and the telegraph’. He asserted that ‘our
centre commands two strengths, the agricultural and the commercial. The first
rests on hard work and cultivation while the second thrives on connecting the
East with the West in a way that corresponds to this age.’

In this division of labour the Ottoman state was seen as the regulator and
arbitrator between the function of the gate and the hinterland—al-bāb and al-
bat.n. ‘Our Centre’, Bustānı̄ argued, requires

moral security which is established through laws and regulations [by the Ottoman
state]. . . . For the spirit of the [imperial] nation [al-umma] and the strength of its
enterprise are responsible for the establishment of moral security inside and outside
because the strength to implement laws and regulations prevents dangers . . . and facil-
itates unity between knowledge and wealth.

In ‘Reasons for Beirut’s Rapid Progress and Growth’, Salı̄m Bustānı̄ returns to
the theme of Beirut’s centrality as a product of economic practices in a world
that had moved ever closer together through scientific discoveries and techno-
logical inventions. His style became more prescriptive as he urged his compa-
triots to embrace the present and ‘open up’ to the opportunities of modernity.
It would be unwise to ‘preserve the old’ and pray that ‘if only [change] would
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remain alien to us’, much as it would be loathsome for truly intelligent people
(ahl al-madārik) to imitate superficially (i.e. materialistically) the habits and
fads from the West.⁵⁶ He stresses that a blessed geographical position and good
fortune in trade are not enough for sustained growth. The population of
Beirut, he admitted, had obtained a bad reputation in the region for their prof-
iteering and conspicuous consumption. However, these ‘arrows of blame’ were
unjustified. Beirut’s ‘immense growth—if it was based on trade [alone]—
would scare us for its consequences. Over time, the profits would decrease if
not run into serious losses:’

A multitude and abundance of ways in which cotton is produced and around one thou-
sand workers in its factories who process silk, 500 shops which manufacture [goods],
not to speak of the carpenters, the blacksmiths, the tailors, the goldsmiths and the tan-
ners . . . make sure that the city’s industry achieves an annual [trade surplus] between
160,000 and 180,000 lira.

Clearly Beirut’s men of letters were working hard to disarm the city’s critics.
Long-term prosperity lay in things profounder than material wealth, however.
Beirut did have the right to be proud of its achievements in the field of indus-
try and learning:

The situation and the courage of its people and their addiction to literary and materi-
al gains enable them to turn a place that only forty years ago was a sizeable village into
a city in its own right (madı̄nat dhāt sha�niha). It became the school for a vast part of the
Asian regions instructing knowledge (ma�ārif ) and industry thanks to being the treas-
ury of Syria and Palestine. The reason for the growth of this city lies with the acquisi-
tion of knowledge (ma�ārif ) and industry that changed its people. If we considered
what more than 1,000 foreign (ghurabā � ) students spend in it, school fees, recreational
expenditures, clothes, transport, the expenses of their parents or guardians together
with the expenses of the religious host establishments by means of instructing the
youngsters and dressing them and what they spend for spreading education (ma�ārif )
and religious learning (�ilm) due to the seven or eight printing presses, the newspapers,
books, hospitals etc. In one year we have an income from education between 100,000
and 120,000 lira.⁵⁷

Salı̄m Bustānı̄’s economic model put cultural capital at the centre: as ‘a city in
its own right’ Beirut’s accumulation of wealth allowed investment in cultural
capital (education, newspapers, medicine) which in turn generated and 
diversified new sources of urban wealth. The acquisition of knowledge thus
provided a sense of urban self and a ‘solid foundation’ in order to deal with
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‘what continuous construction and consumption Beirut has witnessed’.⁵⁸
A few months later in ‘The City of Beirut and its Needs’, Salı̄m Bustānı̄
expanded his urban scenario and tackled the dangers which urban health 
hazards posed for a prosperous future.⁵⁹ Stagnant water and open sewage ‘run-
ning down the slopes of Beirut’ attract mosquitoes and germs, and spread 
diseases and infections, especially in the hot months of summer. Taking
Alexandria as an example where ‘the summers are six to ten degrees hotter’, he
argued that climatic conditions can be overcome by modern planning meas-
ures—street paving, air circulation, water canalization and street cleaning. He
called for ‘temporary taxes on land, meat and [fruit]’ and appealed to the
wealthy merchants ‘who are used to giving freely to improve urban order’ to
raise the necessary ‘15,000 lira to restore health and security’. Projecting into
the future, Bustānı̄ listed Beirut’s four basic ‘needs’: affordable food prices,
tighter food controls and selling regulations to avoid disease, improvement of
the means of transport and movement on and off-shore, and the support of its
inhabitants, especially the notables and intellectuals, in order to enrich the
place with means of leisure and pleasure.⁶⁰

The Beirut of the nahd.a relished metaphorical spaces such as the commer-
cial ‘Gate of the East that opened the agri- and sericultural interior to the West.
Economically, Salı̄m Bustānı̄ saw Beirut’s future very much as a commercial
bridgehead.⁶¹ But his Beirut al-mah.rūsa emerged as more than just a regional
economic powerhouse facilitating export trade. In order to fully understand
the signs of the times, Beirut needed economic diversification, education,
industry, and construction activity. In the eyes of its literary elite, Beirut stood
for progress, for culture in the sense of cultivation and social refinement. The
city’s cultural and intellectual capital matched the annual revenues of its
exported manufactures. Also, as the ‘strategic’ place of teaching and publish-
ing, knowledge and medicine, Beirut appears to have attracted great journalis-
tic attention precisely because it was constantly perceived as being under threat
either from negligence or mismanagement by the authorities, negative foreign
influence, rivalry from other towns, like Haifa and Damascus, and by the
alleged ignorance of its own population.
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Rebellious Spirits

This patent ‘urban bias’ espoused by the leading personalities of Beirut’s liter-
ary movement fed the dominant discourse of modernity and progress for much 
of the second half of the nineteenth century. However, in 1908, a young poet
shook Beirut’s literary world from his exile in New York. Jibrān Khalı̄l Jibrān
(1883–1931) was born in Bisharreh, a Maronite town in the northern mountains 
of Lebanon. He emigrated to the United States aged 11 and was to become a 
celebrated romantic poet and symbolist artist in Boston and New York. Before 
he was to make his literary mark on Arab-American culture, however, he 
returned to Beirut in 1898 where he spent three years in the renowned Collège 
La Sagesse—madrasa al-h.ikma. More a visiting student from abroad than a 
full-time student, he was given free rein to study Arabic literature and French 
language.

In his 1908 collection of short stories entitled al-Arwāh. al-mutamarrida
(‘Spirits Rebellious’) Khalı̄l Jibrān reflected on these formative yeas. He reiter-
ated the programmatic opposition to arranged marriage that so defined his ear-
lier collection, al-Ajnih.a al-mutakassira (‘Broken Wings’, written in 1906).⁶²
Spirits Rebellious is set more concretely in Beirut as he exposed the double stan-
dards of its al-khās.s.a class. In the first story of Spirits Rebellious, the protagonist
Warda al-Hānı̄, a Tolstoyan adulteress who had left the pretensions of Beirut’s
well-born families and found comfort in the simplicity and honesty of the
countryside, takes the narrator to the edge of the city:

Look towards those fine dwellings and noble mansions, that is where the rich and the
powerful of human kind are living. . . . Between the walls hung with woven silk lives
treachery with hypocrisy . . . and beneath ceilings of beaten gold stay lies and falseness.
They are plaster tombs where a weak woman’s deceit takes refuge behind the mascara
of her eyes and the reddening of her lips; in whose corners are hidden the selfishness
and brutality of a man behind the glitter of gold and silver. These are the places that
raise high their walls in pride and splendor; yet could they feel the breath of trickery
and deceit breathing over them, they would crack and fall to the ground. These are the
houses to which the poor villager looks with tear-filled eyes, yet did he but know that
in the hearts of their dwellers was not one grain of love and sweetness that filled the
heart of his companion, he would smile in scorn and go back to his field with pity. . . .

Come, I show you the secrets of these people whom I did not wish to be like. Look
at that palace with the marble columns. In it lives a rich man who inherited the wealth
of his avaricious father and learnt his way in corruption-infested streets. Two years ago
he wed a woman of whom he knew little save that her father was of noble line and high
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standing among the aristocracy of the town. Their honeymoon was hardly ended
before he tired of her and went back to the companionship of women of pleasure and
left her in that palace as a drunkard leaves an empty jar. At first she wept in her agony;
then she took patience and consoled herself as one who admits an error. She learned
that her tears were too precious to shed upon a man such as her husband. Now she
busies herself with the passion of a young man with a handsome face and a sweet
tongue into whose hands she pours her heart’s love and whose pockets she fills with her
husband’s gold. . . .

Those are the places wherein I do not wish to live. Those are the graves in which I do
not want to be buried alive. Those people from whose ways I freed myself and whose
yoke I cast away from me, they are those who mate and come together in their bodies,
but in spirit contend one with the other.⁶³

Like the Bustānı̄s one and two generations earlier, Khalı̄l Jibrān juxtaposed city
and countryside. However, unlike the former’s optimistic perception of the
edifying powers of Beirut’s urban economy and culture, Jibrān conjured
images of the spiritual harmony of nature and the idyllic countryside of Mount
Lebanon. He saw himself as writing in ‘protest against a [specifically urban]
society that persecutes the rebel against its edicts before knowing the cause of
his rebellion’.⁶⁴

Jibrān expressed the stifling effect of social conformity imposed by a corrupt
elite in which the honest have-nots had no place. Critiques of the urban way of
life as false and hypocritical such as his were not uncommon among the urban
literati in cities of the Ottoman empire.⁶⁵ Moreover, in many ways Jibrān’s
short stories were shot through with manifestations of Kulturpessimismus that
marked the finde siècle in Europe and the United States, places where he may
have felt more at home than the country he left as a young boy. Nevertheless,
Jibrān’s development as an angry romantic was clearly nurtured by his pro-
longed stay in Beirut as a visiting student and his extended trips to the Lebanese
mountains.

To Jibrān’s (autobiographical) narrator, who took voluntary leave of society,
‘auto-marginalization’ was the only remedy against the vices of those professing
and defining morality—the corrupt urban elites. As such, his powerful prose
not only reversed the urban–rural dichotomy, but his anti-urban romanticism
also stepped out of the seemingly naturalized nexus between modernity and
urbanity that evolved in Beirut during the latter part of the nineteenth centu-
ry. Significantly, it was his Mountain romanticism—arguably fostered by his
residence in New York—which formed the basis of a new Lebanese national
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idea formulated more systematically by the self-proclaimed ‘New Phoenicians’
after the First World War.⁶⁶

Poetic Fantasy: the Syrian Opera of Beirut

In July 1908, Khalı̄l Jibrān went to Paris to study drawing, painting, and sculp-
ture. His Paris experience was also shaped by Syro-Lebanese dissident activism
in the French capital. Jibrān’s friendship with Shukrı̄ Ghānim and Amı̄n al-
Rı̄h. ānı̄ in particular directed his youthful romantic anger about human injus-
tice and oppressive family conventions towards a more concrete desire to
contribute to his homeland’s future. His close association with the critical
thinker Amı̄n al-Rı̄h. ānı̄ came to constitute a lifelong influence on him. It was
during their visit to London in the summer of 1910 that he drew the sketch of
an imaginary opera house for Beirut shown in Figure 9.⁶⁷

The sketch evokes a temple and depicts a two-storey front set on a row of
steps leading up to the central portico. The entrance and rows of windows are
shaped in vaguely Moorish style under a frieze of illegible Arabic inscriptions.
The second floor of Jibrān and Rı̄h. ānı̄’s temple for the performing arts stood
slightly recessed on the first floor and was flanked by two small domes on either
side. On the top of the building a large central dome carries a semi-naked
Athena figure. She stretches out her arms holding a hint of the scales of justice.
At the rear of the building a minaret towers high.

The drawing bears some resemblance to the Ottoman revivalism that
emerged in fin de siècle Beirut under the influence of Yūsuf Aftimos.⁶⁸ Yet, with
its East–West eclecticism, the building’s style is time- and placeless. Khalı̄l
Jibrān’s fantasy opera was dotted with Islamic and Christian evocations that
were common in American, European, and Ottoman architectural Oriental-
ism at the time and shared the then popular eclecticism of the Great Exhibition
architecture in Antwerp, Chicago, Paris, and London.⁶⁹

The drawing is heavily charged with symbolism. The composition of reli-
gious, secular, and arabesque elements also addressed the city in which the 
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opera house was to be built. The Greek deity Athena was a fashionable neo-
classical symbol of urban autonomy and democracy. While she had few con-
notative links with music and theatre, the figure wielding the scales of justice
appears to arbitrate between the Muslim and Christian elements of the 
composition. Jibrān’s and Rı̄h. ānı̄’s vision for Beirut was a sentimental one 
which celebrated religious diversity, worshipped freedom of expression, where
confessions coexist in Mediterranean harmony, and Muslims and Christians
enjoy the pinnacle of a capital city’s cultural and artistic edification: ‘the Syrian
Opera’.⁷⁰

Conclusion

Idealistic renditions such as Jibrān’s of what Beirut should be and what it
should stand for, emerged at a time of technological, scientific, and artistic
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transformations, changing worldviews, and new social categories. Rih. ānı̄’s and
Jibrān’s opera project never materialized and there is no evidence to suggest that
they tried very hard to implement it. Even so, diverse renderings of urban sym-
bolism—whether textual or pictorial—radiated abstract visions, human cre-
ativity, and future-oriented (even futuristic) discourses of the city.

As I have argued throughout this book, Beirut-as-text not only reflected
urban reality but also continuously transformed the urban fabric itself. It is in
this sense that the Arabic literary revival of the nineteenth century initiated,
sustained, and directed the urban transformation of Beirut. At the same time,
the modern urban fabric, architectural novelties, and monumental remnants
of the past nurtured and shaped the very genres, motifs, and styles of literature
that constituted the narratives of Beirut’s modernity. This book, therefore, con-
cludes with a closer look at public architecture in Beirut and the ways in which
it structured perceptions of urbanity, modernity, and ‘Ottomanness’.
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9

�
Provincial Architecture and 
Imperial Commemoration

Monumental imperishability bears the stamp of the will to power.¹

The last chapter ended with a discussion of Khalı̄l Jibrān’s unusual sketch for a
‘Syrian Opera of Beirut’. It may never have wielded any influence on Beirut’s
urban fabric but the American experience of another Lebanese public figure
was to provide a more lasting effect on Beirut’s architectural culture. Yūsuf 
Aftimos (1866–1952), the leading Lebanese architect and urban planner in the
first half of the twentieth century brought Ottoman architectural revivalism
from Istanbul and the world exhibitions to Beirut at the end of the nineteenth
century.² This revival movement had multiple roots and took circuitous routes
before it came to dominate Beirut’s public constructions in the last two decades
of Ottoman rule.

Fin de siècle Istanbul was a Mecca of Art Noveau.³ In Istanbul the search for
an Ottoman style had been ongoing since the appearance of Ibrāhı̄m Eldem
Pasha’s celebrated Usul-i mimariyi osmani (‘Principles of Ottoman Architec-
ture’), published for Vienna’s world exposition of 1873.⁴ Ottoman archi-
tectural revivalism itself was very much an amalgam of different styles, vernac-

¹ Lefebvre (1991b : 221).
² Aftimos graduated from the Syrian Protestant College with a BA in 1885. He taught Arabic at his uni-

versity for a couple of years and co-authored a textbook in Arabic grammar before he left for New York to
study civil engineering at the renowned Union College in 1887 or 1888. After graduating in 1891, he briefly
worked for the Pennsylvania Railway Company and the Chicago Electricity Board. Alumni Association
Beirut (1953: 16). ³ See Godoli and Barillari (1996).

⁴ The massive tome was based on ‘the realization that the progress [of Ottomans] in the exalted realm 
of Fine Arts is possible only by recourse to the resplendent works of their past’. Bozdoğan (2002: 23–4). 
Bozdoğan argues that at the same time as Ottoman Revivalism sought to restore the historicity of Ottoman
architecture and claimed its theoretical equality to European styles, it confirmed the superiority of European
constructs of knowledge from which they borrowed their analytical frameworks, methods, and techniques.



ular Beaux Arts, neo-classical, Ottoman baroque, Islamic modern. Throngs of
European architects came to Istanbul. Some, like a young Le Corbusier who
visited Istanbul in 1911, were appalled by the modernizing experiments of
Ottoman revivalism.⁵ Others before him were lured by the prospects of lucra-
tive business and stylistic freedom.

World exhibitions were Oriental phantasmagoria. When Chicago hosted
the Columbia World Exposition in 1893, Aftimos—who at the time was work-
ing under a pioneer in ‘Neo-Mauresque’ architecture—was chosen to design
the Ottoman and Persian pavilions and the ‘Cairo Street’ which had been so
popular and controversial at the previous Paris exhibition in 1889.⁶ Situated in
a row of ‘national pavilions’, the Ottoman ‘national’ building was recon-
structed ‘with a particular “sense of elegance and luxury . . . quite as Oriental
as if it was not the distance of half the globe from its origins” ’.⁷

For Yūsuf Aftimos Chicago was his break as an Ottoman revivalist architect.
He went on to work for the Egyptian pavilion at the Antwerp Exposition and
conducted an extensive research trip in construction engineering to Berlin
before returning home in late 1896.⁸ In Beirut he was immediately offered the
post of municipal engineer and directed the committee for the construction 
of the clocktower. Although he had little, if any, first-hand knowledge of 
Istanbul’s architectural culture, his expatriate work for the Ottoman govern-
ment familiarized him sufficiently with particular trends in the Ottoman cap-
ital to apply them to provincial Beirut.

State architecture in Beirut differed both from Istanbul’s, and from the
European architectural laboratories in the colonial cities of North Africa whose
grandeur and eclecticism the Ottoman provincial capitals lacked. In Arab
provincial capitals imperial government buildings and military installations
were generally cast in imposing neo-classical varieties. I argue in this final chap-
ter that the plain monumentality of Ottoman buildings in fin de siècle Beirut
was a reflection of an imperial desire to present the state as a place of order,
sobriety, and rationality. Chronically hamstrung by fiscal constraints, these
buildings nevertheless effectively presented the empire to its provincial popu-
lations as a homogeneous and unified political entity.

There were other more experimental paths to modern architecture in late
Ottoman Beirut, however. In particular Aftimos’s civic and commercial land-
mark constructions blended ornamental styles of Ottoman revivalism with
local materials, vernacular styles, and his personal tastes. Whether they were
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commissioned by the imperial government or a local initiative in honour of the
sultan, these construction projects were often highly experimental and the pre-
cursors to Beirut’s distinct modernism of the 1930–1960s.⁹ Through the inter-
play of imperial and domestic architecture, provincial capitals like Beirut
developed their own plurality of styles and building culture.

Representations of Power in Ottoman Provincial Capitals

During Sultan Abdülhamid’s long reign, public architecture in the provinces
inscribed Ottomanism onto the urban fabric of provincial capitals. Two dates
punctuated the construction calendar in the ‘well-protected domains’ with
quasi-religious regularity: 9 January, the sultan’s birthday, and 1 September, the
anniversary of his accession to the Ottoman throne. In the 1890s and 1900s, all
of Beirut’s important public buildings were inaugurated on these two occasions.

Architecture was used as a potent symbol of Ottoman modernity and a
recurrent stage upon which to convey imperial permanence to the provinces.
The material culture of the expanding provincial cities was a very suitable plat-
form on which the imperial government staged what Selim Deringil called the
‘new public image’ of the Ottoman modernity.¹⁰ Throughout the Ottoman
Empire, commemorative rituals were rehearsed at opening ceremonies of pub-
lic constructions. However, these rituals emerged not only at the whim of
Abdülhamid II in distant Istanbul. They served as familiar spectacle in an ever
accelerating urban life for officials and civilians alike.

The Ottoman government was acutely aware that staging a public cere-
mony needed careful timing and choreographing. Public events, such as the
proclamation of a firmān by the incumbent governor, had been important
markers of imperial authority since the beginning of the tanz. ı̄māt. But some-
times a dissatisfied populace would use this ceremony to send an unpopular
governor packing.¹¹ After crushing the Beirut Reform Movement in 1913, for
example, the new governor general of Beirut waited for weeks to read out the
imperial firmān because the hostile atmosphere in the city promised a humili-
ating fiasco.¹²

Imperial ceremonies were volatile scenarios for the governor general pre-
cisely because they relied on the participation of local elites and the crowd.
When Hāzim Bey finally felt confident that his inaugural speech would meet
no popular opposition, the entire rank and file of local dignitaries refused to
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attend the ceremony in protest against the dissolution of the Beirut Reform
Movement. Without an audience, the governor general’s speech lost its mean-
ing and he his mandate. Four days later, he was recalled to Istanbul.¹³

While episodes like these were rare occurrences, they do hint at the subtle
power of symbolic protest. As James Gelvin has recently argued, mass mobi-
lization of the street emerged in the political struggle between competing
nationalisms to fill the Ottoman vacuum after the First World War.¹⁴ I argue
that there also existed a comparative awareness of the symbolic importance of
mass ceremonies in the pre-nationalist context. The imperial stage setting at
public proclamations and opening ceremonies in the provinces followed a
standardized pattern, captured for the sultan and for eternity by the snapshot
camera of the military photographer. The participating cast of bureaucrats and
notables was arranged around the central character, the governor general, by
order of official rank.

Photography of Ottoman architecture in provincial capitals emerged as a 
popular mode of urban representation. In particular, during the rule of Sultan
Abdülhamid II, photos from the provinces constituted instruments of imperi-
al control, power, and legitimacy. The sultan taught himself photography and
amassed a vast collection of pictures in his palace, mainly of public construc-
tion and modern infrastructure. Under Abdülhamid, who rarely ventured out-
side his palace himself, ‘cities and provinces were registered in a sort of
photographic survey, the peoples of the empire catalogued, and even portraits
of higher civil and military officials could be collected and centrally kept’.¹⁵
The documentary focus was on progress and industry, on railways and bridges,
barracks and hospitals, sites where provincial governors and engineers staged
themselves under Ottoman flags as the harbingers of the modern era in the
name of the sultan.

As mass-produced commodities, postcards, too, were important tools of
reality-shaping urban (self-)representations. The recurrent bird’s eye perspec-
tives and panoramic vistas of Beirut across the old city, either onto the sea or the
mountains, reproduced aesthetic and total images of sanitized urban 
landscapes. Postcards were to the tourist what Ottoman photography was to
Abdülhamid: a template of what an ideal, modern Ottoman city should look
like. As Beirut became an increasingly attractive destination of Orient tourism,
local photography flourished. The reproduction of selected images to be sent
to Europe by mail produced expectations of city, sun, and the sea, and the site
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geography of public buildings and gardens, schools and hotels that reified the
fin de siècle image of Beirut’s beauty, contemporaneity, and progress.

The Political Economy of Beirut’s Urban Landscape

Beirut’s urban fabric was shaped by an imperial sensitivity to the city’s topo-
graphy as a potent staging ground for the Ottoman will to power. Despite
dominating Beirut’s site geography, Ottoman monumental architecture com-
peted with the concurrent mushrooming of ostentatious palaces of the urban
elites on the slopes above the old town.¹⁶ Moreover, the development of
Beirut’s public places and town squares firmly remained in municipal hands.
The numerous Ottoman buildings, the barracks, the fountains, the hospitals,
the schools, and the serails were eye-catching. Not all of them responded to
practical necessity. The emphasis was on their strategic locations and, through
the magnificence of the buildings’ dimensions, the amplitude of their lines, the
uniformity of their design, the effect of their decorative elements, they con-
firmed the power of the state and provided visual and physical evidence of
Ottoman claims to modernity.

In Beirut and other provincial capitals, Ottomanization of urban space
engendered not just physical changes of the built environment but also filled
that urban space (and time) with new social and political meaning. Ottoman
attempts to inscribe the state’s presence onto the urban fabric were historically
nothing new. Prior to the tanz. ı̄māt, a recurring transmitter of Ottoman rule
had been the construction of mosques with characteristic pencil minarets.
Often, as in the case of the ‘Ottomanization of Crete’, accessible though
mosques were to the public, their functional aspect as places for prayer was sec-
ondary to the aspect of representation of Ottoman power.¹⁷

In Aleppo, Damascus, and Baghdad, but also in the port towns like Izmir
and Beirut, numerous public buildings and government palaces (or serails)
were constructed as the architectural embodiment of the centralizing and 
regularizing, urban project of tanz. ı̄māt and Hamidian rule.¹⁸ The repetition
and uniformity of state architecture provided visual and physical representa-
tions of progress and modernity with which the Ottoman imperial govern-
ment strove to enlighten, modernize, and homogenize these cities and their
provincial hinterlands. From the beginning of the tanz. ı̄māt, public buildings
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were purposefully erected on large, extramural squares (like Sahat al-Marja in
Damascus), creating new urban centres in the process.¹⁹ Just as Damascus was
targeted by the Ottoman government for extramural urban development after
it became the capital of the ‘super-province’ of Syria in 1865, two decades later
Beirut became a platform of concerted architectural inscription after Abdül-
hamid II made it a provincial capital.

The construction of public buildings and squares in central urban locations,
on hilltops, or river banks outside the old cities, signified the presence of
Ottoman central authority in provincial capitals. Yet, at the same time, this
presence made imperial authority more tangible, accessible, and accountable.
Moreover, the buildings acquired a highly local meaning through the choice of
local architects—particularly Bishāra Dı̄b and his son-in-law Yūsuf Aftimos—
and building material, and because the buildings were largely financed locally,
that is, by municipal funds or private donors.

Grand Serail—Petit Serail: Changing Architectures of 
Imperial Power

Ever since its construction during the Crimean War, Beirut’s imperial barracks
(qishlat al-humāyūn) on the Qantari hilltop had seen the most conspicuous
reminder of Ottoman state power in this flourishing port-city. The construc-
tion stood as the architectural expression of the new Ottoman military organ-
ization, the niz. ām-ı cedı̄d, or ‘New Order’, at the time. Both in terms of its 
lofty location and austere façade, it resembled a smaller version of the Selimiye
Barracks on Istanbul’s Asian side which was completed in 1853—the year con-
struction in Beirut begun.²⁰ Like the Istanbul barracks, the completion of the
Beirut construction took over a decade.²¹ Two tall floors spread well over 80

metres on the elongated side, easily making it the largest building in Ottoman
Beirut. Its arcaded portico, protruding on the eastern façade, was flanked by
two symmetrical wings which were structured by three rows of sixteen small,
identical windows.

The building dominated—seemingly incorruptible—the bustle on Sahat
al-Sur and the old city, and afar, the port and Mediterranean Sea. The empha-
sis was on its imposing order whose monumentality was duplicated and ampli-
fied when, in 1861, a similar but smaller structure of the military hospital
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emerged alongside it. Within two generations the urban profile of Beirut was
to change dramatically from what it had been in 1840. An impressive skyline
appeared on the Qantari hilltop which erased all traces of Burj Umm Dabbus
and Burj al-Jadid, two early modern urban watchtowers (Figure 10).

With time, the barracks’ military purpose of accommodating regular and
mobile units was supplanted by civic uses. Fu�ād Pasha, the sultan’s special
envoy to Mount Lebanon and Damascus after the civil wars of 1860, made the
building his headquarters. It was in the barracks that the plans for a new
Ottoman order in Mount Lebanon and Bilad al-Sham took shape. It housed
the city’s main prison and—with the addition of a second floor in the 1870s—
Ottoman medical units. After the creation of the province of Beirut, the 
governor general used the barracks for official ceremonies, such as imperial
commemorations, military parades, and awarding of state insignia. Although
the area around the imperial barracks continued to be used for military exer-
cises and parades, by the late nineteenth century the imperial barracks under-
went a semantic switch from ‘Imperial Barracks’ to ‘Grand Serail’—from
qishlat al-humāyūn to al-sarāy al-kabı̄r—to match the building’s accumulated
public functions.

The monumentality of the Grand Serail stood in contrast to the Petit Serail
on the other side of the old city. The difference in scale is all the more striking
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because it stood on the larger and—as I will argue below—more showy of
Beirut’s two main squares. The Petit Serail was commissioned by the munici-
pal president, Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey, who had already constructed Khan Fakhrı̄
Bey, Beirut’s second largest merchant house, a decade earlier.²²

Construction started in late 1881 and lasted for three years. The correspon-
dence between the governor general of the province of Syria, Ah.mad H. amdı̄
Pasha, and the Porte in Istanbul reveals considerable difficulties in financing
the construction. H. amdı̄ Pasha was forced to take up a loan from the Ottoman
Bank to mortgage public buildings, and finally to impose new taxes on the
population to buy office installations.²³ As the palace of local government, it
was to accommodate municipal and subprovincial offices such as the city’s legal
court, the mah.kamat al-sharı̄ �a. Ten years later, when Beirut became a provin-
cial capital, it housed the seat of Beirut’s governor general.

Most probably, the building’s historicist style—or eclectic ‘Occidental-
ism’—was designed by Fakhrı̄ Bey himself who was, after all, an engineer by
training. The mixture of playful ornamentation and solid, geometric structure
was very much a reversal of Orientalizing trends in European architecture and
very much in fashion in Istanbul at the time.²⁴ More importantly for our dis-
cussion of examples of the Ottomanization of urban space in Beirut, there was
neither a single agent nor a single style. And yet both government buildings
were architectural manifestations of Ottoman modernity. The next example is
an Ottoman landmark that became a common architectural feature across the
cities and towns of the empire during the Hamidian period.

The Ottoman Clocktower—a Sign of the Times on Beirut’s 
‘Capitol Hill’
To His Exalted Court Chamberlain

In the city of Beirut there are a number of foreign institutions that have established
clocktowers with bells, all of them with a western clock. Because there is no public
clock which shows the mandatory Muslim (prayer) times Muslims, even officials and
(other) civil servants have regrettably had to adapt to the time of foreign clocks.

The urgent need for a general [public] clock which determines the religious times of
the Muslims was acknowledged and the provincial council has put the construction of
a clocktower on its agenda and has discussed [its funding] from the revenues of the
municipality whose prosperity it owes to the Padishah.
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Because in the vicinity of the government building [the Petit Serail] no suitable loca-
tion was found and because the imperial barracks here are built on a plateau which
looks out over the city in all directions, it was considered—provided the Most Exalted
approval—to build a tower dressed with a large bell clock either on top of the main gate
of the said barracks or in a suitable place on the square in front of it. If His Majesty
deigns to graciously grant permission for the proposed construction of the tower
together with the suspension of the clock, it would be carried out immediately. An
imperial order is for who is master of orders.

signed: The Governor General²⁵

This letter from Rashı̄d Bey to Sultan Abdülhamid’s palace in Istanbul is sig-
nificant for the production of space in an Ottoman provincial capital in many
ways. First, it demonstrates an acute awareness that ‘Islamic time’ was particu-
lar—or should be so—in order to unify the space of the imperial state. Second,
it suggests that the compression of time and space in the late Ottoman Empire
was a formative aspect of imagining oneself as a modern Ottoman and that
streamlining imperial time informed and enforced the Ottoman project of
modernization. At least the governor general, Rashı̄d Bey, had quite a literal
sense of a distinctly Ottoman Zeitgeist that was being undermined by 
the regrettable fact that Muslims had to resort to ‘foreign clocks’. Third, this
document ultimately relativizes our perception of the Hamidian regime’s 
ability to impose an imperial rhythm of time on a city where at least five differ-
ent calendars structured public life, two of which were Ottoman—the fiscal
and the Islamic calendars, or māliye and hijrı̄. Beirut’s plurality of temporal
structures only accentuated Ottoman efforts to manipulate the city’s daily
rhythms.

Fourth, the letter captures the relations between provincial capital authori-
ties and the imperial government. The tone—a mixture of flattery and pres-
sure—speaks of a dedicated local population represented by an equitable
governor general humbly assuring the sultan of their loyalty. Although this 
loyalty was unconditional, the particular discourse of the advancement of 
‘foreign rivals’ implied that the imperial government had certain expectations
to live up to. Reference to the particulars of the discussions already under way
in the provincial council were included as an additional persuasive strategy to
granting the necessary building permission.

Finally, in the case of Beirut the initiative and the design for the clocktower
was entirely local and pre-dated the provincial construction frenzy in 1900–1 to
mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of Abdülhamid’s accession to the sultanate.
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The decision to place the tower on an elevated (mürtefı̄) point evinces a keen
sense of the visual effect of such a building structure on the city.²⁶

Over 120, various-styled clocktowers dotted towns of the Ottoman empire.
In the Arab provinces they were rarer than in Anatolia and the Balkans. Most
of the thirty-five clocktowers in Anatolian towns were built or rebuilt during
Abdülhamid’s reign.²⁷ Amasya’s minaret-style clocktower was built in 1865.
The Campanile-style clocktower in Adana dates back to 1882 and Ankara’s 
was built into a pre-existing structure in 1884. The Orientalist design of 
Izmir’s clocktower of 1901 donned a clock presented by the German em-
peror, William II.²⁸ Most clocktowers in Bilad al-Sham mushroomed during
the sultan’s jubilee year of 1900–1.²⁹ The municipalities of Acre, Haifa, Safad,
and Nazareth announced the erection of clocktowers in the sultan’s honour.³⁰
Others were built in public squares of Tripoli, Aleppo, and Jaffa. Components
of a concerted imperial policy, they were marked by greater stylistic similarity
than those in Anatolia. Invariably, they were built on the central town square
and were placed inside public gardens.

Beirut’s clocktower project pre-dated such constructions by three years and
was possibly triggered by the expectation of the German royal visit to Bilad al-
Sham in November 1898. The clocktower’s location between Grand Serail and
imperial hospital reinforced the Ottoman skyline of Beirut. Coinciding with
the demolition of Beirut’s historic maritime citadel by the port company, the
provincial council designated Qubbat al-Qantari as its unmistakable ‘capitol
hill’. Ottoman commemoration of the modern as well as capitalist exigencies
were fast replacing and erasing previous landmarks of political power.

There had been a few towers with clocks and bells in Beirut as the governor
general’s letter suggested. There was the church tower of the Anglican parish on
the Qantari hill, with ‘a fine bell . . . and a $1,200 tower clock given by the
Madison Square Church in New York’.³¹The clocktower of College Hall at the
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Syrian Protestant College was inaugurated in a grand ceremony.³² Clocks
stood atop the Jesuit College building and the French Hospital from the early
1880s. The two bell towers of the Maronite cathedral on Rue Emir Bashir were
completed in 1888. In contrast to these icons of missionary rivalry in Beirut,
this new, Ottoman ‘conquest’ of verticality addressed the rhythms of the city as
a whole. Such ‘towers were considered “civic art” . . . as they expressed the dis-
sociation of time and religion’, while the imperial chronometer signalled in
state-time a distinct regularity, order, and consciousness on the city.³³

The 25-metre-high clocktower became the highest building in Beirut and
was duly celebrated as such in repetitive and highly ritualized ceremonies:

The viewer on the roof can have a panoramic view of the whole city. Nothing would
escape his eyes. Its view stretches to the outskirts, as far as the coastal plains and to the
border with [Mount] Lebanon. The public laying of the first stone of the clocktower
took place on January 9, 1897—the birthday of the Sultan. The celebration was carried
out in the presence of the high officials of the province, military rank and file, and
members of the municipality. A military orchestra played a most delightful melody,
and later a speech was delivered in Arabic and Ottoman calling upon the Sultan’s
resplendent and eternal nature, and the assembled crowd believed in these emotional
exclamations. After the celebrations the governor general symbolically laid the first two
stones with a silver hammer. At the end of the party, several photographs were taken.³⁴

The construction cost the municipality 126,000 gold piastres—around £1,000

at the time. It was built from a variety of local wood and marble, Jounieh lime-
stone, Beiruti sandstone, Damascene basalt, and red stone from Dayr al-
Qamar. The obligatory Hamidian tughra was installed above the entrance.
Inside its 4 by 4 metre square shaft, 125 steps in pioneering cast iron led up to
the top. On the third floor a 300 kilogram bell was suspended. This floor con-
tained four miniature neo-orientalist balconies to which mashrabiyya-style
doors led. Above the bell, four large clock faces imported from Paris by the
Ottoman embassy, two clock faces with Arabic and two with Latin numerals,
soberly heralded exact (but dual) city-time.

This symbiosis of the imperial and the local was also reflected in the plan-
ning procedures of Beirut’s clocktower. In fact, they probably exemplified
those of other Ottoman public works. First, the governor general, Rashı̄d Bey,
had ‘put together a construction cadre and asked for permission from the
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authorities in Istanbul for the municipal agency to build, out of its own finan-
cial allocations, a grand tower in oriental style, and to install a huge clock and
a bell to announce the time in Arabic’.³⁵ When the imperial decree was read out
amidst great public celebration, a planning committee of ten was established
consisting of two municipal engineers, two members of the municipal council,
the president of the municipality, the provincial chief engineer, and four
Ottoman military officers. Together, they decided on the location and charged
Yūsuf Aftimos with designing the building.³⁶

Beirut’s clocktower exhibited public, distinctly ‘Ottoman time’ in a rout-
inely, daily manner. The Hamidian clocktower began to shape city rhythms.
Just like the Italian ‘freestanding campanile . . . dominated space—[it] would
soon, as clock-tower, come to dominate time, too’.³⁷ Simultaneous celebra-
tions conjured up this ‘Ottoman time’ on a larger scale: on 1 September 1900,
the twenty-fifth anniversary of Abdülhamid II, all Ottoman citizens per-
formed—or were supposed to—the same collective ritual wherever they were
in the empire. Simultaneity of symbolic action would thus bring about the
imagining of a common community on a common geography in a common
time frame.

The next section discusses the urbanist considerations behind—and the
urban effect of—another landmark from the Hamidian period: the School for
Arts and Crafts (maktab al-s.anā �i �wa al-tijāra al-h. amı̄dı̄ ).

The Sanaya Complex—the Design of Modern Ottoman Education

The idea of building an industrial school complex emerged in Beirut’s
reformist circles at the turn of the nineteenth century. Sunni notables estab-
lished a small private vocational school in 1892 where women learnt sewing and
tailoring and men were trained in the skills of shoe-making, book-binding,
goldsmithery, painting, engraving, printing, and other arts and crafts.³⁸ Ten
years later, Beirut’s notables began to raise the issue in Istanbul where, conve-
niently, Syrians had established a considerable presence near the sultan. The
idea gained momentum when the provincial council of Beirut sent a proposal
to Istanbul trying to convince the Ottoman government and the sultan to sup-
port plans for an industrial school in Beirut. The project was to be a day and
boarding school for one hundred students who were to be taught ‘in all 
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³⁵ Shaykhu, ‘al-Sā�a al-�arabiyya’, 771. It is not clear from the Shaykhu text whether ‘Arabic time’ meant a
different way of counting the hours of the day or whether he merely referred to the Arabic numerals on the
clock face. ³⁶ Ibid. ³⁷ Lefebvre (1991b: 265). ³⁸ Kassab and Tadmori (2002: 61).



disciplines’.³⁹ The indefatigable Ah.mad �Abbās al-Azharı̄—the school’s
founder and designated director—lobbied for the project in Istanbul. He pro-
posed to concentrate on teaching practical skills in crafts, arts, and manufac-
ture for underprivileged children who aspired to become industrialists and
merchants.⁴⁰ At the same time, �Abbās, Ah.mad al-Dā�ūq, and H. asan Qrunful
requested teachers from French authorities emphasizing the school’s interna-
tional nature.⁴¹

After imperial approval was granted for both a hospital and a school, the
municipality set about finding a suitable location. Ramlat al-Zarif, the plateau
south-west of the old city, was chosen as the ideal place for the project. As ‘the
most important spot of the city, on a wide stretch of land west of the city, [al-
Ramla provided] a pleasant location with good climate as the wind passes over
it from the sea before heading towards the city’.⁴²

Throughout the early phases of Beirut’s urbanization, the sand dunes had
remained a deserted stretch of land. Too rocky for cultivation, Ramlat al-Zarif
was a wasteland that occasionally served as a quarry,⁴³ while the glinting colour
of the plateau’s fine, red sand had helped navigate sailors into Beirut harbour
prior to the construction of the Beirut lighthouse.⁴⁴ The French travelling
poet-politician Lamartine called the area ‘un morceau du désert d’Egypte, jeté
au pied du Liban’.⁴⁵

But to Beirut’s inhabitants the sand dunes of al-Ramla had been a menace to
health and trade for centuries. Twice a year, the city suffered sand storms as
heavy spring and autumn winds carried the sand across the city. Henri Guys
noticed over the course of his fourteen years of residence in Beirut that several
properties near the sand dunes had disappeared under the shifting sands and
‘judging from the annual encroachment, one can predict that it will take less
than two centuries for this part of the cape to be covered in its entirety’.⁴⁶

From the 1880s onwards, with the growing elimination of natural impedi-
ments that jeopardized routine commercial operations, scientific methods
began to be applied to urban renewal in Beirut. The French natural scientist
and resident of Beirut in 1882, Dr Louis Lortet, was alarmed that a British com-
pany’s ‘half-hearted bid’ to stop the erosion yielded no results the previous year.
He warned ‘if the Turkish administration does not care to take an energetic
measure to combat these dunes—pushed incessantly by the winds—they will
rapidly engulf the whole city under their moving shroud’.⁴⁷
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In 1886, al-Muqtat.af published a thorough article on the problem of wind
erosion. The author reported on French engineers who had recently invented
new horticultural techniques to reinforce an area of 85,000 hectares in the 
Gascoigne and turned it into fertile land. The author encouraged Beirut’s
authorities to learn: ‘It is no secret that the sand weighs heavily on the city of
Beirut and oppresses it by burying its gardens. It now threatens a number of its
proudest residences so that one cannot neglect the importance of preventing
further encroachment’.⁴⁸

In September 1905—again on the sultan’s coronation anniversary—the gov-
ernor general ceremonially laid the first stone of the school. But construction
ran into financial difficulties that forced him into levying extra taxes of two 
silver mecidiye on travel permits. Ibrāhı̄m Khalı̄l Pasha, the governor general,
expected these and other taxes on merchandise to generate additional and suf-
ficient revenue of 1,000 Ottoman lira per year.⁴⁹ Moreover, he suggested rais-
ing special taxes on produce, such as grain exports, oranges, and tobacco.⁵⁰The
governor general also asked the imperial government for funding for a munici-
pal hospital for some one hundred in-patients as a complement to the school of
industry.⁵¹

However, even before the first stone had been laid, the head of the grain
exporters’ guild in Beirut, one Amı̄n Sinnu, cabled a petition to the Porte
requesting that his guild not be expected to bear the brunt of the costs.⁵² He
considered the taxes ‘another punishment’ against them, too high and too one-
sided as they affected their export rather than the already favoured foreign
imports. While it is not clear how the Sanaya complex was ultimately financed,
a levy of 20 para (equivalent to half a piastre) for each traded sack of flour val-
ued at 130–50 piastres was agreed on between the provincial council and the
grain merchants.⁵³ The provincial council had considered other sources of 
revenue, and a cross-reference in the Ottoman archives claimed that money
generated from reclaimed coastal land was used—against the protest of the
municipality.⁵⁴ Finally a special imperial inspector was charged with oversee-
ing the implementation and sound financing of the project.⁵⁵

The main two buildings spanned 60 by 30 and 44 by 30 metres and both 
had two floors. Both floors were fitted with large reception halls, offices and
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classrooms and several galleries decorated with marble columns. Beirut’s
municipal hospital was located across the newly planted park (Figure 12). All
buildings were made of carved stone from Lattakia and the roofs were sup-
ported by iron beams.

Although the funding for this huge, 350,000 lira project remained uncer-
tain, the school and the hospital were inaugurated with the annual ritual com-
memorating the sultan in August 1907. The Sanaya complex was the largest
urban development project in Beirut during Abdülhamid’s reign. The obliga-
tory photograph with carefully choreographed rows of Ottoman and Beiruti
civil and military dignitaries was sent back to Sultan Abdülhamid’s palace as
visual evidence of provincial enterprise and loyalty (Figure 11).

The example of the protracted struggle for construction of the maktab al-
s.anā �i � wa al-tijāra al-h.amı̄dı̄ allows a number of important insights into the
process of urban planning in Ottoman provincial capitals at the turn of the
century. It involved the three levels of government, the local (the residents and
the municipality), the regional (the provincial council and the governor gener-
al), and the imperial (the Palace and the Porte in Istanbul). Clearly not a 
profit-making enterprise, the project did succeed because, despite different
views on how to finance it, all three levels were ultimately convinced of its 
benefits.
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Fig. 11. Inauguration of the School for Arts and Crafts, 1909



When completed, the Sanaya complex ‘resemble[d] a self-contained town-
let with cultivated fields’.⁵⁶ Walkways through artificial patches of lawn and
lines of young palm trees reclaimed destructive wasteland and turned it into
prime urban property. Additionally, the new Sanaya garden, the hospital, the
teacher training seminary, and the school itself were celebrated as a triumph of
man, culture, and science over volatile climates and nature’s hazards to health
and trade. The impressive presence of educational and medical institutions
promised to reproduce the same modern, scientific knowledge that made it
possible to overcome the sand drifts. Such remarkable achievements boosted
the Beirutis’ optimism and belief in modernity. The city’s future seemed to look
bright.⁵⁷

The next section traces the ways in which the city’s bourgeoisie claimed the
port of Beirut, which—we recall—had been associated with the ‘dangerous
classes’, as a space for banking, leisure, and conspicuous consumption.
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⁵⁶ al-Unsı̄ (1910/11: 110).
⁵⁷ During the struggle of the Beirut Reform Committee in 1912/13, however, the Ottoman 

governor general temporarily closed the school as many of its teachers supported the Beirut reform 
movement.

Fig. 12. The public park in front of the School for Arts and Crafts



The Orosdi Back Department Store—Gentrifying the Port

The Orosdi Back building accommodated the first large-scale department
store in Beirut. It was part of a Franco-Egyptian chain of department stores
founded by French businessmen of Hungarian origin in 1855.⁵⁸ In Beirut’s
watershed year of 1888, Léon and Philippe Orosdi and Joseph Back began to
open branches in Paris, Istanbul, Salonika, Izmir, Adana, Aleppo, Beirut,
Alexandria, Cairo, and Tunis.⁵⁹ The branch in Beirut was the first and the
largest to open in the Eastern Mediterranean. By 1914, the Beirut branch gen-
erated a net profit of 117,699 francs annually.⁶⁰

The Beirut port company had sold a plot of land to this department store as
early as 1894 but it took until the magic date of 1 September 1900 to complete
constructions and open it to the public as part of the citywide celebrations in
honour of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s silver jubilee. Situated on the quays next 
to the customs offices and warehouses at the port, it lay at the intersection
between maritime trade—that is, the import of luxury goods from Europe—
and the inland trade—that is, the export of regionally produced goods (see
Map 5). The opening of a railway station on the port premises, which coin-
cided with that of the department store, further enhanced the central location
of the building whose customers consisted both of residents of Beirut and of
regional and international visitors, especially since Beirut became a popular
transit stop for Muslim pilgrims to Mecca.

The international character of its merchandise and customers was reflected
in the building’s architectural style. On the ground floor of the two seaside
façades that looked onto a wide area, large glass windows offered an easy and
attractive view onto the merchandise presented inside. The upper floors
impressed through their rich variety of structuring and ornamenting ele-
ments—pilasters, differently shaped and sized windows, statues, shells, gar-
lands, and small towers—with eye-catching effect (Figure 13).

This arcaded department store introduced modern consumerism and gad-
getry to Beirut.⁶¹ Inside the building an elevator facilitated consumers’ access
to the assorted commodities, and an in-house telephone service connected the
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⁵⁸ BIO Archive, Istanbul, AD002A: ‘Dossier de Messieurs Orosdi Back Co.’
⁵⁹ Saul (1997: 170–4).
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than the branches in Izmir (168,992Ff) and Salonika (124,610Ff), but superior to Tunis (93,720Ff), Alexan-
dria (84,535Ff), Cairo (65,960Ff), Aleppo (44,336Ff), and Adana (42,638Ff).

⁶¹ The particular form and function of the Orosdi Back building evokes Walter Benjamin’s Das Pas-
sagenwerk and his analysis of the spatial organization of modern consumerism.



different shops.⁶² In this instance, Orosdi Back spearheaded technological
innovations in Beirut, as two years later a local concession holder started a 
rudimentary telephone system for the city.⁶³ On the whole the building was
strongly ostentatious, even exhibitionist. The Orosdi Back building held every
feature of an en vogue contemporary European consumers’ temple. The maga-
sins des nouveautés or the galleries in Paris were, in fact, originally based on the
perception of an ‘Oriental Bazaar’ that tended to be reproduced in world exhi-
bitions.⁶⁴ The only trace of Ottoman influence on the Orosdi Back building
itself were the small token stars on top of the pilasters. Yet, through the simul-
taneous inauguration ceremonies of the department store, the railway station,
and the fountain on Sahat al-Sur on 1 September 1900, the building became
part of the stage setting, perhaps even an actor, for the self-projection of the
modern Ottoman state as manifested in the provincial capital.

The port company’s aim to attract property investors proved successful. It
was able to sell a number of plots on the newly reclaimed landfill to companies
like Orosdi Back whose ‘radiant’ presence on the port premises contributed to
gentrify the area. Opposite the department store and inside the customs office,
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Fig. 13. Postcard of the Orosdi Back department store, c.1910



a police station maintained law and order and safeguarded the properties. In
the 1900s, merchant families like the Thābits and the Badawı̄s erected build-
ings on the quays and rented them out as office space to the Beirut–Damascus
railway company and other businesses.⁶⁵ Beirut’s port area was an urban space
previously consigned to negative perceptions, where Greeks, Maltese, and
riotous ‘sailors of all nations’ were seen to ‘infest the people of the Levant’.
Now, it was subjected to its first comprehensive gentrification—a bourgeois
conquest of the commercial hub and the seascape of the city.⁶⁶ After the con-
struction of Orosdi Back, respectable Beirutis began to claim the port area as a
place of leisure. Flâneurs, photographers, and travellers discovered the quays
and boardwalks for themselves, where formerly the nuisance of customs and
health officials and the pushing and shoving of bustling porters had kept the
port as a place of hasty transit and stubborn avoidance.

The decision of the Ottoman Imperial Bank in 1905 to open its new provin-
cial headquarters on the first quay was both a reflection of the financial stakes
it had in the port company and the process of gentrification in the port district.
For 152,000 francs (‘not comprising furniture, cloth awnings, ringing system
and electric ventilation, heating, drainage and sewage, gas lighting and 
municipal taxes’⁶⁷) the bank was designed in a style reminiscent of European
modernist buildings of other, much grander, land reclamation schemes. Beirut
had joined other Ottoman port-cities, like Istanbul and Izmir, in claiming land
from the sea.⁶⁸

One cannot help but notice that the gentrification of the port area by placing
monumental representative buildings on the landfills was another late
Ottoman precursor to today’s planning strategies. At the end of both the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries large construction companies—then the Com-
pagnie Impériale Ottomane du Port, des Quays et Entrepots de Beyrouth, now
Société Libanaise de Developpement et Reconstruction—were at liberty to
farm out lucrative public space to private retail companies and banking houses
in an effort to energize Beirut as a commercial hub.

Compared to Solidere’s façade-fixated compression of historical styles, how-
ever, the Ottoman port area was a place of multiplicity of styles and harmo-
nious contrast. Architecturally, the bank and the department store formed an
ensemble which was to become a new landmark of Beirut and a popular seaside
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photo motif. Its building material, the colour of the two-storey façade, and the
triple domed grey rooftop, effectively contrasted with the conventional sand-
stone structures and red-tiled roofs of nearby khāns, qaysariyyas, and wikālas.
Despite their innovative building structures and their popularity, so far 
Solidere heritage strategists have considered neither the bank building, nor the
Orosdi Back store, sufficiently ‘authentic’ period pieces to be restored.

‘It is like Someone Selling His Eyes to Buy Glasses’: Two Public
Squares Compared

This section compares the struggle over the differential transformation of the
two major squares of late Ottoman and French mandate Beirut located on
either side of the old town. In the late nineteenth century, Sahat al-Burj⁶⁹ and
Sahat al-Sur (later Riadh Solh square) were the objects of a series of major 
physical and functional transformations. Yet, comparing the development of
both squares, there emerged sharp contrasts between levels of urban integra-
tion and spatial politics. While Sahat al-Sur maintained its local organization
and function, Sahat al-Burj became a regional traffic hub and a place of impe-
rial and bourgeois ostentation. In this capacity, it was constantly compared to
other ‘great squares’ in Europe and the Azbakiyya gardens in Cairo.

Urban renewal on Beirut’s main open area dates back to 1632, when Emir
Fakhr al-Dı̄n al-Ma�nı̄, ruler over Mount Lebanon from 1599 to 1633, built Burj
al-Kashshaf, a number of gardens and stables for pack animals.⁷⁰ The barren
field between the tower Burj al-Kashshaf and Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s palace had long
been an area of strategic value.⁷¹ The Russian military expedition of 1772 had
placed its cannons here to destroy the city’s fortifications.⁷² When the French
army entered Beirut after the civil war of 1860, Poujoulat relished the sight of
this ‘300 by 150 metre square’ and the multicoloured ‘omnibuses’ which took
officers and leisurely strollers to the French military camp in the pine forest at
fifteen-minute intervals. More so, he enjoyed the dominance ‘of restaurants,
cafés, shops or boutiques held by the French’ who had arrived in the wake of 
the Crimean War.⁷³ Significantly, following this description of the ‘French-
ness’ of Sahat al-Burj, Poujoulat’s La Verité appealed strongly for a French 
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military intervention in Lebanon. Such colonial designs having been thwarted
by Fu�ād Pasha, the square gradually came to embody the model of an
Ottomanized Beirut, the ‘jewel in the crown of the Padishah’, as the German
emperor William II called the city on his 1898 visit.⁷⁴

When Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey became municipal president in 1878, he made
Sahat al-Burj his top priority and even committed private funds to its develop-
ment. Money was collected from the notables for the planting of young trees
and pathways. In an article entitled ‘Improvements on Sahat al-Burj’ Lisān al-
H. āl announced that

The entire municipal council under the able leadership of Ibrāhı̄m Fakhrı̄ Bey has
begun the work for the ordering of the city, especially on Sahat al-Burj’s park. For a
while now, lamps have been promised to be put up around the park at a cost of at least
10,300 piastres. . . . As we see it at this moment, it is absolutely necessary to improve al-
Burj. Already it was necessary to collect the sum of 41,000 piastres from [Fakhrı̄ Bey’s]
private money to pay for this work [but] the municipality needs to decide that it is nec-
essary to invest 30,000 piastres from its budget to develop the square according to the
map which had been drawn [by Bishāra Dı̄b].⁷⁵

Lisān al-H. āl appealed to its readers’ taste and pride of place by urging them to
contribute financially in order to make Sahat al-Burj ‘as beautiful as the
Azbakiyya Park in Cairo’.⁷⁶ At the same time, the newspaper resorted to cus-
tomary name-dropping of ‘local investors’.⁷⁷ Unlike the infrastructural pro-
jects discussed in Chapter 3, development plans for Sahat al-Burj were never
taken over by foreign companies.

The construction of the Petit Serail was the main trigger of municipal devel-
opment plans for Sahat al-Burj. Subsequent landscape design transformed the
field (al-sah. la) into a modern space (al-sāh.a) replete with trees, fences, and fash-
ionable architectural features in Ottoman urban design—the octagonal kiosk
and the sumptuous fountain in the middle of the park. In 1903, ‘the governor
general paved al-Burj to make it the beauty spot it deserves to be.’ It was the
entrance to the governor’s palace and to the Ottoman Bank and other admin-
istrative buildings as well as the garages of the railway company, the Tobacco
Régie, the Beirut tramway, the gas company, and the Lebanese tramway 
company.⁷⁸

At the same time as the government palace appropriated the square as an
extension of its own structure and emanation of imperial power, Sahat al-Burj
continued to function as an outlet for the pursuit of leisure and popular protest.
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⁷⁴ PRO, FO, 195/2024, 10 Oct. 1898. ⁷⁵ Lisān al-H. āl (1 May 1879). ⁷⁶ Ibid.
⁷⁷ Lisān al-H. āl (26 May 1879). ⁷⁸ Lisān al-H. āl (16 Mar. 1903).



Time and again, conflicts between what Henri Le Jebore distinguished as ‘con-
ceived’ and ‘lived spaces’ ignited over the right to enter and define this as Beirut’s
most central place. Any threat to this order, however unpremeditated, was also
seen as a challenge to the government’s generalized project of modernity. A few
months into the establishment of the provincial capital, Lisān al-H. āl took an
attack on a bureaucrat strolling along Sahat al-Burj as a pretext to stage a verbal
assault on the lower classes writ large while claiming to speak in their interest:

The Burj is surrounded by small, entangled shops which offer easy escape routes 
[for the criminal] despite the presence of the Serail and the barracks of the cavalry. We
hope the new system of justice will sort out such threats to the peace and stability of the
city. They are a menace to society and [their owners] need to be punished severely. . . .
It is known that in a city like Beirut which thrives on trade, more security means more
profit. Those most affected by such crises are the ones with medium income and the
poor. Anybody who halts our progress with such acts [commits] theft.⁷⁹

Here, Lisān al-H. āl blamed the tortuous bazaars for the impunity of criminals
but fell short of advocating wholesale demolition. As it was, the regularization
on Sahat al-Burj gave the square something external, severed from its immedi-
ate surroundings. It was generally felt that the square was being designated as
elite space with restricted access. This view was expressed in a polemic article in
Lisān al-H. āl which compared Beirut’s two main squares’ histories to streng-
then his argument. In the 1880s, the author argued, the few scattered Azdarahit
plants, the last reminders of the ‘old’ Sahat al-Burj, had been fenced in to pro-
duce a picturesque oval garden. The article complained about the fact that
entry to this garden was forbidden, subject to an entrance fee and that it was
turned into a commercial area:

The municipality had built some small huts on the edge of its fences and today [1913]
large shops made of stone and lime are built for revenue, in the knowledge that in
Beirut there are a number of very rich people who hope to buy them for no less than
150,000 piastres. But if the municipality sells this public garden, it is like somebody sell-
ing his eyes to buy glasses. . . . What is the need for a garden if it is inside a wall? It is upon
us to remove these constructions [around the park] and open its gates to everyone who
wishes to enter them. For we deserve better than an inaccessible park, as it represents
for us the fabric of the previous century.⁸⁰

Large public squares or parks like Sahat al-Burj were targeted by the
Ottoman authorities for rituals of state power as they provided political order
despite a high degree of popular, urban mobilization (see Figure 14). At the
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same time, the imperial state never quite mastered these public squares which
also became the rallying points of popular anti-government protest. When a
group of notables demanded that the governor general release political pri-
soners in the aftermath of the Ottoman clampdown on the Beirut Reform
Committee, ‘a large mass quietly gathered on Assour and the Place des Canons’
to put pressure on the government. When the prisoners were finally set free
from the Grand Serail late into the night, they were greeted with manifesta-
tions of solidarity across the city.⁸¹

The barracks of the imperial light cavalry next to the Petit Serail signalled the
maintenance of political order as it was conveniently situated at the intersec-
tion between the square and the newly aligned Suq al-Fashkha that led west
through the old city. Next to the barracks, a large office building accom-
modated the Hijaz railway company, the epitome of Hamidian development
of the Arab provinces. On top of the red-tiled roof of its three-floor building, a
central crest displayed local time to the leisurely flâneurs and to the newly
arrived from the mountain as the Beirut–Damascus road led directly onto the
square.
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Fig. 14. The new Burj square and Petit Serail



Rue Emir Bashir formed the axis between the two main squares in fin de siè-
cle Beirut. From Sahat al-Burj wide pavements lined with trees led the way to
the ‘other’ square, Sahat al-Sur. Compared to Sahat al-Burj, the organic devel-
opment of Sahat al-Sur resisted the regulatory forces of the Ottoman and
French colonial authorities and ‘has guarded its curious triangular form which
seems to have persistently disturbed urbanists’.⁸² In many ways, Sahat al-Sur
became the main local traffic junction in late nineteenth century Beirut 
where the main tramway lines crossed. Situated on the south-western side 
of the old city, it ‘was a natural outlet for the district of Zuqaq al-Blat and for
the more working-class area of Bashura and its prolongation, Basta’.⁸³ The
square functioned as a meeting point of public processions and the venue for
popular festivities where ‘[s]wings and merry-go-rounds [were] installed
around the square’s famous cafes’.⁸⁴ Here migrant workers arrived early in the
morning to wait for work opportunities at one of the many construction sites
of the city.

Designs to turn Sahat al-Sur into a public park, too, dated back to 1869 when
the newly formed municipality requisitioned recently built, popular stores and
tore them down. Lack of funding aborted all further development until 1892

when the governor general decided to construct a public building on the square
and create a leisure park around it. With the dismissal of Ismail Kemal Bey, the
incomplete building was torn down again and the idea of a public park was
dropped ‘due to pressure from some of the local inhabitants’.⁸⁵

The celebrations commemorating Abdülhamid II’s jubilee on 1 September
1900 brought Sahat al-Sur into the limelight of imperial, regional, and 
municipal affairs. To the sound of military music and under flying imperial
banners, an 8 metre tall, white marble fountain was unveiled in the square’s
centre. The governor general turned on the gilded water tap and symbolically
drank the first cup from the fountain’s pipes. As with the Ottoman clocktower,
Yūsuf Aftimos was the chief architect and Yūsuf al-�Anı̄d the sculptor.

The golden Arabic and Ottoman calligraphy, engraved by the local artist
Shaykh Muh.ammad �Umar al-Barbı̄r on commemorative plates in honour of
the sultan, reflected the larger phenomenon of using architecture to promote
the Hamidian personality cult. The commemorative plates on monuments
were a constant reminder of the noble donor (although most public construc-
tion was actually paid for out of municipal funds). As a way to express the city’s
gratitude a delegation of Beiruti notables including Iskandar Tuwaynı̄, Amı̄n
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Mus.t.afa Arslān, and As�ad Lah.h. ūd paid a personal visit to the sultan in Istanbul
‘carrying valuable presents’.⁸⁶

In sum, a comparison of the two main squares of Beirut reveals their dif-
ferentiated historical trajectories and temporal rhythms that marked late
Ottoman urban life. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Sahat al-Burj
transcended the local character which Sahat al-Sur embodied. The latter’s
smaller size and odd shape resisted the imposition of larger, external rhythms.
The former, on the other hand, became a catalyst of urbanist change, for exam-
ple, as the French-dominated Place des Canons that Poujoulat had described
after the civil war in Mount Lebanon as an elite space whose accessibility was
deeply contested. Indeed, by the turn of the century, Sahat al-Burj had become
the showpiece of Ottomanized Beirut, just as it was to become a symbol of
French rule during the mandate period.

‘The Jewel in the Crown of the Padishah’

In the course of this book, I have discussed the medical roots of French colo-
nialism, the sectarian paths of Anglo-American missionary education, and the
architectural manifestations of Ottoman imperialism. Imperial Germany, too,
affected fin de siècle Beirut when the German emperor visited the city during
his widely publicized tour of the Holy Land in November 1898. This particular
encounter with European imperialism proved the ultimate ritual of com-
memoration for the population as much as for the provincial government of
Beirut. The visit ushered in frantic preparations and offered the city an oppor-
tunity to stage itself in all its glamourous Ottoman modernity.

The Beirut press eagerly awaited the visit of Wilhelm II. Thamarāt al-Funūn
and Lisān al-H. āl, ever the mouthpieces of public opinion in Bilad al-Sham,
heralded the visit as a milestone of German–Ottoman friendship.⁸⁷ The 
Beiruti journalists argued that Wilhelm II’s journey to the East marked a sym-
bolic departure from German foreign policy in the Middle East from Bismar-
ck’s non-interventionism to a declared pro-Ottoman stance.⁸⁸ Under these
conditions, the fact that Beirut was chosen as the point of Wilhelm’s departure
caused a frantic surge among the city authorities and urban notables to present
Beirut in the best of lights. In preparation, the governors of Beirut, Damascus,
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and Mount Lebanon set up planning committees for his final reception in
Beirut.

Khalı̄l Sarkı̄s, the ubiquitous editor of Lisān al-H. āl, was one of the official
local representatives who accompanied the emperor on his tour in Beirut and
to Damascus. He published a detailed description of the preparations in both
cities and the perambulations of the royal visitor.⁸⁹ Under the supervision of
Yūsuf Aftimos the municipality erected special gas lanterns decorated with
German and Ottoman flags and garlands along the imperial paths. The
Ottoman infantry and cavalry were trained long in advance to line up and
parade in their new uniforms on the quays and on the marching square in front
of the Grand Serail.

Along the entire path, the offices of the port company, the customs, the Khedival Lines
and the adjacent mansions and all the official and unofficial Ottoman government
offices were laid with cedar twigs, pine branches and splendid lighting. And especially
Sahat al-Burj was decorated by [the muftı̄] �Abd al-Bāsit. [al-Fākhūrı̄] and the engineer
Yūsuf Efendi Aftimos with three arcs of the highest order, one on top of the other with
a German and an Ottoman flag above.⁹⁰

When the emperor’s yacht arrived at the port of Beirut, a crowd of some 50,000

people welcomed him.⁹¹ The city’s student population was given a day off to
mark the occasion.⁹² Before the emperor and his wife went ashore, the gover-
nor general and the municipal president of Beirut, Rashı̄d Bey and �Abd al-
Qādir al-Qabbānı̄, were received aboard the ship for lunch, and they returned
the favour by presenting a host of gifts and memorabilia from the city of
Beirut.⁹³ The parade through the city along designated imperial buildings and
municipal landmarks led the procession to German charitable organizations in
Ras Beirut, to Sahat al-Burj, and the Grand Serail.⁹⁴ At the end of Emperor
William II’s guided tour, speeches were made and a sumptuous military parade
was staged on Beirut’s ‘capitol hill’.

While refreshments were served, His Majesty feasted his eyes on the beautiful view of
the city, the harbour, and the deep blue sea. In the other direction, he looked across a
densely wooded plain up to the heights of Mount Lebanon. . . . The return trip resem-
bled a triumphal procession. The route was flanked by countless people, all cheering
endlessly. Night had already set in as the procession continued through the brightly
illuminated city, across the cannon square with its decorative public garden, and down
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to the harbour. Everywhere the streets, the windows, and balconies were lined with
people, who were outdoing each other in expressing their joy.⁹⁵

The emperor’s entourage was uncomfortably hot in Beirut but very impressed
at the apparent outpouring of so much pro-German sentiment. The sultan had
made sure the city displayed itself at its most exuberant and ‘most Ottoman’ for
the occasion. At the end of this book, written one hundred years and many
standing ovations to foreigners later, however, I cannot help but suspect that
the crowd was mocking the visitor, the ruler, and its chroniclers. I surmise that
in the event, Beirut was probably celebrating itself more than the hapless
emperor or the absent sultan. German flags and Ottoman ribbons notwith-
standing, the real subject of commemoration was fin de siècle Beirut.

Conclusion

The Beiruti petitioners for a provincial capital speculated accurately. The final
period of Ottoman rule in the Arab world, the Hamidian and Young Turk era,
was an age of extraordinary urban revitalization and Beirut benefited enor-
mously from being a provincial capital.

The third and final part of this book has explored the places and spaces of
nineteenth-century Beirut. I have traced the production of multiple geogra-
phies of the city; the struggle over representations and meanings of urban space
as well as the dreams and nightmares of growth; the structures and practices of
everyday life as well as imperial impositions; the city’s hidden rhythms as well
as its landmark architecture. The previous chapter examined the effects of 
literary imaginations of Beirut’s role and function of urban planning and 
regularization. By way of extending this argument to public architecture, this
chapter has offered an imperial ‘site geography’ which—I have argued—
punctuated the urban landscape and shaped the rhythm of the inhabitants’
everyday itineraries.

Beirut’s fin de siècle styles paved the way for Lebanon’s architectural moder-
nism of the mid-twentieth century.⁹⁶ Monumentality and visuality in archi-
tectural and urban planning marked the political power of provincial capitals,
while the economic struggle between local merchants and municipal authori-
ties and the imperial government over the funding of public buildings such as
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schools, palaces, and hospitals was matched by a symbolic struggle over access
to, and interpretation of, public squares and gardens. Public construction in 
fin de siècle Beirut had many patrons and styles. The annual recurrence of
Ottoman rituals of commemoration at opening ceremonies was a pervasive
way in which the imperial government attempted to Ottomanize public space
and provincial architecture that without its semiotic claims may have had (and
in later periods did have) alternative significations.

These rituals ultimately inscribed into the urban fabric of provincial capitals
the Ottoman will to power and the imperial project of reform. Yet, the urban
fabric defied a clear separation of Ottoman domination and Beiruti subjection.
The physical Ottomanization of the landscape did not lead to a superimposi-
tion of a ‘modern Ottoman’ on a ‘traditional Arab’ city. Rather, the process of
planning and construction was carried out by an at times hotly contested polit-
ical convergence of imperial elites and local notables.
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Conclusion

Beirut how you have changed—Beirut how we have changed

(Nizar Kabbani)

This study has introduced the year 1888 as a landmark date in the modern his-
tory of Ottoman rule in the Arab provinces and in Beirut itself. In the first part
of this book, the narrative of the build-up to, and the subsequent effect of, the
creation of the province of Beirut demonstrated both the significance of this
date and the emergence of an ever-growing urban elite which brought 
about this watershed event. In the early nineteenth century, when Acre 
ruled supreme in the Levant and Bilad al-Sham, provincial rulers were 
conducting military campaigns against each other. Neither property nor 
position was secure. Egyptian rule between 1830 and 1840 turned Beirut from
a tax farm of the regional overlords to a port-city that served the expanding
Mediterranean economy. Then, Ottoman reform and provincial centralization
set in motion a process of strongly hierarchized, but also participatory rule in
Bilad al-Sham.

Since its first urban expansions in the mid-nineteenth century, Beirut has
developed in the shadow of civil war. After 1860, fear and promise structured
the conception of time and space. The municipality of Beirut emerged as the
institutional location for the vision of Beirut as a modern Ottoman port-city.
In particular the members of its elected councils provided the red thread of
civilian rule and urban governance that ran through this book. Beirut’s literary
middle class—journalists, poets, novelists, and editorialists, many of whom sat
on the municipal council—was the hermeneutic force behind the making of
the modern city.

Recurrent urban themes in newspapers and public speeches—security,
hygiene, sustainable economic growth, educational expansion, and public



construction—coalesced into a future-oriented discourse and urban identity.
In this ‘enlightened process’, however, the luminaries of the Arab cultural
revival were invested in the socially conservative Ottoman reform project. By
generating a distinctly elitist shape of the city they arguably helped lay the
foundations of social inequality for the Lebanese nation state.

Beirut was also a child of the ‘benevolent reforms’ of the tanz. ı̄māt period
before it matured into a provincial capital during Abdülhamid II’s rule. The
imperial government and the sultan personally played a formative role in shap-
ing Beirut as a modern city and a provincial capital. Administrative correspon-
dence between Istanbul and Beirut, as well as detailed book-keeping, evince
both a remarkable degree of interference in daily activities in the province and
the systematic permeation of Ottoman power into everyday life in Beirut.

Imperial knowledge and proximity made the Ottoman state dominant but
not hegemonic.¹ It dominated through the management of urban sites, archi-
tectural display of the will to power, and through the temporal narratives of its
mission civilisatrice in the provincial peripheries. However central the Ottoman
state and Istanbul were in the development of Beirut, alternative points of ref-
erence were also at work, such as Egyptian, German, British, and French influ-
ence in the fields of trade, municipal politics, health, and education. Moreover,
the dominant Ottoman provincial order was both shaped and challenged
locally.

During the protracted struggle for the creation of the province between 1864

and 1888, Beirut’s representatives displayed an acute awareness of the political
geography of their city and of the complex relationship between capital status
and economic prosperity. Within the administrative framework of the provin-
cial capital, and particularly through the provincial council, Beiruti notables
were able to impose their will and vision on Beirut’s administrative hinterland.
Within Beirut, local merchants-cum-bureaucrats were able to manipulate
Ottoman imperial and provincial authorities to invest funds and efforts into
the transformation of the urban fabric. There existed a causal link between
Beirut’s creation as a provincial capital and the investment of international 
capital in the city’s infrastructural development. The 1890s ushered in a 
fundamental transformation of urban space in Beirut. The port and railway
construction secured Beirut’s structural economic advantage over rival towns
in the Eastern Mediterranean, while the tramway and the gas lighting compa-
nies revolutionized inner-urban mobility. Urban space, time, and distance
became marketable commodities that significantly restructured the practices
of everyday life.
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As a consequence, certain groups became alienated from their customary
work and place in the city by the effects of Beirut’s ‘capitalization’. Strikes,
demonstrations, and boycotts were physical attempts to claim the right to their
city and their livelihood. Industrial action elicited political support from cer-
tain local lawyers and, during Hamidian rule, from the sultan personally. After
a brief ‘liberal’ period of Young Turk government, the CUP abolished pro-
labour regulations and Beirut’s workforce lost its bargaining power against
investment companies.

Although the productive and, indeed, constructive power of Ottoman rule
was manifested through public works, urban planning, and architectural style,
conception of these projects and their funding often originated in Beirut itself.
Nevertheless, through recurrent rituals of commemorations that turned open-
ing ceremonies of public buildings into great social spectacles, the urban fabric
of capital Beirut served as a platform for inscription of imperial authority and
the Ottoman will to power. Monumental Ottoman buildings, public squares,
and streets named after sultans were not seen as an alien imposition as they con-
tributed to the realization of local elites’ ideas of Beirut as a ‘City Beautiful’. On
the contrary, public construction—literally as well as figuratively—cemented
Ottomanism as a state ideology. Everyday life in fin de siècle Beirut was the
space onto which Ottoman imperial rule and elite literary discourses projected
modernizing norms and forms of social order. As such it emerged as a highly
contested arena of the conflict between perceived, conceived, and lived spaces.
Local literary elites and Ottoman authorities shared normative projections of
law and order. Marginality was produced as the obstacle to temporal concep-
tions of linear progress, the creation of healthy and salubrious spaces as well as
concerns over public security. The solution was not to tackle the roots of social
inequality that led to marginalization in the first place, but rather spatial con-
tainment, physical suppression, and social stigmatization.

Shared values and norms, socio-economic status, and wealth united literary
elites, Ottoman bureaucrats, and urban notables, into a self-contained bour-
geois class with shared political and economic interests and a distinct class con-
sciousness that was expressed in this elite’s political and economic relations 
to the expanding space of the city. Class relations were intertwined with—
and sustained by—interconfessional elite collusion. Through networks of
patron–client dependencies, this collaboration contained urban conflict which
often turned sectarian through the very act of crisis management as during the
September 1903 riots.

One of the veiled aims of the book has been to tackle the important historio-
graphical issue of the political transition from the Ottoman to the mandate
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periods. This touches on the core of today’s historical sensibility in the succes-
sor states of the Ottoman empire Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Palestine. The First
World War constituted the most important rupture in the history of modern
Bilad al-Sham not only because it ushered in the end of a 400-year-long
Ottoman rule but also because it prompted a frenzy of political and intel-
lectual activity to fill the legitimacy vacuum left in its wake.

The question of the origins of Arab nationalisms and the formation of
nation states in the Middle East has generated a rather selective interest in the
late Ottoman period. Because this study has treated the Ottoman period in its
own right, with the strategic choice of the framework of a vanished province, it
holds valuable advantages. For one, it allows for a detailed analysis of the evolv-
ing social relations over time within the space of the late Ottoman empire with
its own ‘internal’ ruptures, such as 1888 for Beirut and the Young Turk revolu-
tion of 1908/9 for the entire region.

It also frees this Middle East history from an inevitable teleological gaze of
national emergence that tends to posit in opposing blocks ‘the Ottoman era’
against ‘the mandate period’. Instead—as I have hinted to throughout—his-
torical continuity is evident in urban culture. Comparisons between Ottoman
and colonial Beirut has recently elicited charitable revisions of the Orientalist
trope of Ottoman despotism. Compared to urban intervention by the French
mandate regime and, indeed, the destruction wreaked by Solidere in the 1990s,
the late Ottoman political system and its ‘auto-regulatory mechanisms’ of
urban development have come to be seen as benign, organic, and harmo-
nious—a veritable ‘golden age’.²

After the demise of evolutionary histories there remain (at least) three ways
to approach urban history in particular. Between a devil of deconstructionism,
which shatters the all too familiar past, and a deep blue sea of a nostalgic search
for authenticity, solace, and solution in the past, this third, critical history of
Ottoman Beirut has attempted to restore historical subjectivity to the city 
and its inhabitants in all its contradictions. Beirut clearly defied a Cartesian
colonial order. By extension, the urban elites—notables, merchants, and
moralists—are fully accountable for the particular class–confession constella-
tion that emerged during the post-1860 era of ‘the long peace’. Yet, they were
not the only history-making subjects in town. On the one hand, port and con-
struction workers, students and prostitutes, pedestrians and city users gen-
erally, played crucial roles in the transformation of fin de siècle Beirut. On the
other hand, the Ottoman and foreign communities, be they bureaucrats or
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businessmen, had an enormous impact on the development of Beirut as a mod-
ern city, too.

Late Ottoman Beirut, then, shared many of the cosmopolitan features of
other Mediterranean port-cities with which its inhabitants communicated 
on a daily basis: a pluralist urban society in ‘a place of compromises and
alliances’—to paraphrase Henri Lefebvre—a hub of commercial networks and
cultural production with family ties and trade links to Tunis, Alexandria, 
Izmir, Mersin, and Istanbul. By and large, however, late Ottoman cosmopoli-
tanism—tolerant and open though it may appear in comparison to the identi-
tarian closures brought about by European colonialism and the nation state
system—was generally confined to elite spaces. It was also overwhelmingly a
male-dominated world, although women slowly entered ‘respectable’ public
positions through education and health work from the 1870s and 1880s
onwards. For the most part, however, women in the public domain were sus-
pect and stigmatized. During the mandate period women became better
organized and began to enter male domains such as politics, journalism,
leisure, and entertainment but, as Elizabeth Thompson has shown, new forms
of gender proscription emerged even as old ones were overcome.³

To say that nineteenth-century Beirut was a Mediterranean city is either to
state the obvious or to project a twentieth-century Lebanese political discourse
into the past. A common geography, cultural affinities, trade links, and shared
modes of social and gender exclusion notwithstanding, Lebanese intellectuals
did not articulate a Mediterranean consciousness until after the First World
War, and even then it was an intellectual subsidiary to a small Phoenicianist
minority around Charles Corm’s La Révue Phénicienne.

By far the most widespread mode of urban identification in late Ottoman
Beirut was the provincial capital. Beirut was a late-comer to the family of
provincial capitals but a broad spectrum of its inhabitants were willing to fight
hard, particularly against their Damascene rivals, for a place at the top of the
Ottoman urban hierarchy. Despite the rivalry between Beirut and Damascus,
however, the nineteenth- and twentieth-century tales of the two cities were
intimately connected, administratively, politically, and culturally.

I have introduced the provincial capital as an alternative to previous, ascrip-
tive paradigms which tended to trace urban essences and track changes (or lack
thereof ) over time in a particular city or category of cities. Rather, what 
has emerged in my research is that the profound physical changes that 
Aleppo, Damascus, Jerusalem, Mosul, Baghdad, Basra, or Beirut share in the
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nineteenth century owed much to the transformative character of geography
and space and the ways in which their inhabitants thought about this 
character.

Finally, the provincial capital as a relational unit of analysis also helps us to
better understand the precise nature of continuity and rupture between
Ottoman imperial and colonial national periods in Middle East social and
intellectual history. The experience of the Ottoman provincial capital put in
place political structures for Arab national capitals after the First World War
long before colonial powers carved up nation states. With independence in the
1940s and 1950s revolutionary governments attempted to reverse the urban bias
inherited from the late Ottoman period by launching land reforms. But urban
immigration has risen sharply in the Arab world since the 1960s and severely
strained the political systems in many post-Ottoman states. Most demoralizing
of the phenomenon of land flight was the experience of Maronite and Shiite
migrants who were lured to the promise of 1960s Beirut but found themselves
economically and legally marginalized as well as politically underrepresented.
Beirut was unable and unwilling to cope with the new arrivals whose urban
presence subsequently unhinged the persistent city-centred, post-Ottoman
order of the Lebanese nation state and this was a crucial factor that led to the
Lebanese civil war of 1975–90.

The Lebanese politician Elie Salem, speaking in front of the United Nations
Assembly in 1976, declared that Lebanon was ‘a lost star from the Ottoman
galaxy’.⁴ Any parallels between the current fin de siècle Beirut and that of the
nineteenth century are neither coincidental nor intended, merely inevitable.
As a laconic Nizar Kabbani commented in the 1960s—writing from his apart-
ment in Qubbat al-Qantari, the new, old ‘capitol hill’ of independent
Lebanon—Beirut changed its inhabitants and they in turn changed the city of
Beirut. But the relation between city and citizens remains as close as it remains
tense. After the long civil war, a deep-rooted middle class struggles to retain
Beirut and its ‘inherited space’ against the capitalist projections of a new 
global city at the hands of the international investment company Solidere.⁵
Communal conflict continues to be contained and managed by political
patronage in the sectarian frame of crisis management. And the majority of
Beirut’s inhabitants, forced to dwell with utmost dignity in the squalor of the
urban fringes, are denied the right to that city, ‘inherited’ or ‘projected’; denied
access to even the most basic urban services, such as running water, sewage, and
electricity.
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Meanwhile, the rapid destruction and reconstruction of the downtown area
is driven by the economic and political elite’s sense of physically reclaiming
Beirut against the ‘threat’ of the perennial social demons—the urban poor—
whose access to the new Beirut has to be blocked at all costs: ‘If we don’t build
the centre of the capital now, it will become like a wasteland with Dick, Tom
and Harry turning it into a political and social time bomb’.⁶

The vocabulary and imagery of the two post-war scenarios are almost iden-
tical. While today’s post-war, global city has changed physically beyond recog-
nition from the days as a provincial capital, like in the late nineteenth century
the panacea against sectarian violence remains class consolidation. In both fin
de siècles, genuine social equality was sacrificed for a false sense of political 
stability.
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⁶ Interview with Fād. il Shalaq, the head of the Council of Development and Reconstruction, in al-Hayāt
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H. aqā�iq wa arqām).
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Jouplain, M. [BūlusNujaym] (1908) La Question du Liban: Étude d’histoire diploma-

tique et de droit international (Paris: n.p.).
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Yūsuf Quzma Khūrı̄ (Beirut: al-Mu�assasa al-sharqiyya li al-nashr wa al-t.abā�a).
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(municipal president) 154, 158, 219fn, 222;
Muh. yı̄ al-Dı̄n (municipal president) 94, 95,
123, 158; �Umar 30, 36, 160fn
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Bilad Bisharri (region) 56, 82
Biqa’ (region) 56
Bisharreh 231
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bourgeois 7, 13, 53, 103, 162, 227, anxiety 129,

193, 194, 221, aspirations 134; sociability 193
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Britain 165
British consular presence 32, 33, 49, 65, 107, 141,

218; Cairo Development Company 102;
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139, 173; railway 94; sanitary report 120, 121;
water company 91, 98, 121
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buildings, public 2fn, 69, 78, 220, 237–238, 240,

243, 252–55; commercial (wikalas) 217, 219,
255, (qaysariyyas) 196, 255

Būlus, Sam� ān 197
Burayk, Mikha� il 225
bureaucracy 6, 61–62, 140, 174; as a career 158;

bureaucrats 34, 61, 69, 70, 72–73, 80; 204,
239, 257, 265, 267; bearer of Ottoman state
power 9, 14–16

Burj Abi Haydar (Beirut quarter) 143, 173
Burj al-Barajna (Beirut suburb) 143
Burj al-Jadid 242
Burj al-Kashāf 143, 255
Burj Umm Dabbūs 242
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al-Bustānı̄, But.rus 7, 15, 134, 159, 160, 164, 167,

168, 171, 184, 187, 194, 195, 198, 207, 211; as
moral consciousness after 1860 165, 166, 195;
and Dā �irat al-Ma �ārif 1–4, 7; and Nafı̄r
Sūriyya 122, 123; and urban identity 20, 227;
Salı̄m (municipal councillor) 6, 134, 160, 161,
168, 194, 198, 228, 230; Sa�dallah 168; Sara 168;
Sulaymān 167

Bustrus (family) 36, 217, 224, 88fn; H. abı̄b
(municipal councillor) 144, 145; Mūsā 30;
Nakhla 219fn

coffeehouses 103; 193; 197, 201, 203–204, 214,
216; Café Qazzaz 196

Cairo 7, 56, 136, 163, 169, 177, 209, 226, 237, 252;
al-Azhar 167; medical academy 117
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Camp, Maxime du 209
capital 4, 36–37, 89, 107; cultural 16, 230;

imperial, see Istanbul
capitalism 10, 54, 84–85, 96; and investment 9,

86–103; shift from shore to hinterland 92–94,
and subaltern resistance 104–110

cartography 2, 41, 44, 58–59
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Cemal, Pasha (governor general) 79
cemeteries 128, 196
ceremonies 38, 63, 96, 101, 238–239, 244, 259, 263
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charity 122, 128, 169, 171
Chicago 233, 236
cholera 43, 125, 126, 136–137, 169, 117–121, 130,

136, 137, 173
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cinema 193, 201, 202, 208
city walls 31, 101, 196, 199, 220, 255
civil war in 1860 5, 31, 35, 36, 115, 122–125, 136,

139, 164–165, 193–195, 207, 221, 242, 255, 260,
264; and But.rus al-Bustānı̄ 165–166; and
Druze 165; Eastern Question and 165; Fu� ād
Pasha and 165; Maronites and 165, 166; and
public health 15; recovery after 39, see also
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civil war in 1975 12, 13, 153, 194, 269
civilizing missions 4, 112, 212, French 14;

Ottoman 14, 18–19, 66, 68, 80–81, 127
class 15, 18; consciousness 134, 112; al-khās.s.a 16,

134; see also middle class and bourgeois
Clot Bey 117
colonial borders 13, 56; city 18, 111, 220
colonialism 7, 84, 97, 110, 220
Columbia World Exposition 236
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75–79, 110
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Quays et Entrepôts de Beyrouth 254
concessionaires 66, 69, 70, 79, 84–104, 158, 253
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construction law (building code) 215–217, 219;

workers 202, 259, 267; companies 254
cordon sanitaire 118, 119, 125, 126
Corm, Charles 268
cosmopolitanism 13, 156, 268
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Crimean War 31, 140, 241, 255
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criticism 5–7, 103, 163, 197, 203, 207, 232, 233,

267
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Damascus 27, 30, 36, 38–41, 43, 44, 46–51, 54, 59,
60, 66–68, 75–77, 82, 93, 122, 141, 144, 157,
161, 163, 169, 174, 176, 207, 220, 230, 240–242,
246, 260–261, 268

al-Dānā, �Abd al-Qādir (municipal president) 52,
154–156, 160, 168, 171
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Darwin, Charles 129, 171, 185
Dā� ūq (family) 158; Ah. mad (municipal

councillor) 248; Muh. ammad 94fn
Dāwūd Pasha (governor of Mount Lebanon) 38,

59
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decentralization 56, 59, 75, 78–79; see also
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Deluciano (Dr.) 119
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Deringil, Selim (historian) 238
Dı̄b, Bishāra (engineer) 93, 94, 99, 119, 241
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Dimashqiyya (family) 72, 217
d. immis 3, see also minorities
Druze community 2, 28, 32, 133–134, 164; Emir

53; fishermen 91, 202; leadership 165;
Mountain 47; municipal council and 145, 157;
notables 32

Dufferin, Lord 37
Durkheim, Emile 172

earthquake in Beirut 31
Eastern Church 185; see also Greek Orthodox

community
Eastern Question 165
Edhem Bey (governor general) 78
education 16, 81, 161, 163–189, 194, 207, 229–230;

see also schools
efendiyya 35, 36; see also class and intermediary

bourgeoisie
Egypt 2, 27, 59, 112, 156, 168, 169, 264; colonial

rule of 49, 172; newspapers 159, 160;
occupation of Bilad al-Sham 1831–40 29–32;
political refugees from 173, 204; �Urābı̄ Revolt
in 125, 160

Eldem Pasha, Ibrāhı̄m 236
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52
elections 5, 6 73–77; process of municipal

150–153
elites 25, 264; Lattakia’s 68; urban 198
émigrés 6, 61
Emperor William II 226, 244, 256, 260
Entente Libérale 76–78
everyday life 6, 9, 11–12, 62, 116, 127, 198, 212,

265, 265
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88fn, 151, 154, 175, 217, 243, 256

Fākhūrı̄, �Abd al-Bāsit. (Beirut mufti) 148, 261
Fanon, Frantz 18
Farābı̄, Abū Nas.r (Islamic philosopher) 7fn,

225–26
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Far�un (family) 94fn, 223
Fāris, Milh. im (Dr.) 169, 125
Farley, Lewis 110, 200
fashion 62, 63, 197, 243
Fassin, Didier (sociologist) 118, 127
al-Fatāt (Arab nationalist group) 80
Faysal (King) 76
Fayyād. (family) 36, 224
Fi�ani Brothers 36
fin de siècle, definition of 14
Flaubert, Gustave 209
foreigners 13, 86, 115, 121, 124, 177; local 139–141,

144
Fortna, Benjamin (historian) 188
Foucault, Michel 10, 11, 117, 127
France 26, 56, 131, 138, 165, 210; and fin de siècle

14, and Maronite community 127, 145; rule of
74

Franco-Prussian War 161
Frayj, Mūsā de (municipal councillor) 97, 139fn,

224
French actors 201; army 210, 255; consular

presence 28, 37, 88, 103, 125, 144, 209 design
of port 87; economic investment 96, 97;
building company 90; high commissioner 82;
investment 111; mandate 132, 137, 211, 212,
260; military occupation 37; sanitary report
121; shift from religious to economic interests
127

freemasonry 43fn, 46fn, 201, 224
Freud, Sigmund 212
Fu� ād Pasha (Ottoman special envoy to Mount

Lebanon, 1860) 37, 38–39, 115, 122–124,
141–144, 165, 242, 256; proponent of
Galatta/Pera municipal prototype 141

Furn al-Shubak (Beirut suburb) 101

Galata/Pera (Istanbul quarter) 115, 144
Galilee 27, 58
Gallipoli, province of 66
Garreta, Henri (engineer) 90
gas company 93, 97, 99, 256, 265
gas lighting in Beirut 96–99, 199, 200, 224, 261
Gascoigne (region) 249

Gautier, Théophile 209
Gaza city 30
Gelvin, James (historian) 76, 239
gender 15, 132, 268
general assembly of the province of Beirut 78, 80
geography 10, 11, 20, 21, 82, 86, 176, 181, 226,

228, 268–269; of Bilad al-Sham 25, 40–41, 58,
81; Ottoman 7, 142, 247; urban 240, 262
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Ghandur (family) 48, 158, 175; Mis.bāh.
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Ghānim, Khalı̄l (Ottoman parliamentarian) 42,

43, 46, 47; Shukrı̄, 233
Gharb al-Shuf (region) 143, 145
al-Ghazzāwı̄ 175
Gouraud, Henri 82
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Gramsci, Antonio 63
Gran, Peter (historian) 7
Grand Liban 56, 82; see also Republic of

Lebanon
Grand Serail 38, 51, 208–209, 221, 258; see also

architecture
Great Depression 84
Great Exhibitions 233, 236
Greece 31 168, 210
Greek Catholic community 2, 41; municipal

councillors 144; school 179
Greek Orthodox community 2, 36, 50, 205, 206;

municipal councillors 144, 157
Greeks 62, 203, 254
Gregorius (Greek Catholic patriarch) 41
Guizot, Francois 169, 172
Gülhane Rescript of 1839 142
guilds 107–108, 210
Guys, Henri 202, 248

Haifa 48, 56, 58, 80, 86, 107, 245
al-H. akı̄m, Yūsuf 69
al-H. alabı̄, Fad. lallah 225
Hama 96, 174
H. amāda, �Abd al-Fattāh. Agha 30, 34, 154, 183;

Muh. yı̄ al-Dı̄n (municipal president) 35, 94fn,
98, 151, 154, 173, 176, 224; Sa�d 168, 174

H. amdı̄ Pasha, Ah. mad (Damascus governor
general) 93, 123–124, 174, 243

H. amzı̄ (family) 217
Hānı̄ (family) 88fn, 217; Bishāra (municipal

councillor) 151; Warda (literary figure) 231
Hanna, �Abdallah (historian) 110
harbourfront of Beirut 3, 31, 89, 214,

gentrification of 252–254
Hartmann, Martin (German Orientalist) 68fn
Harvey, David (geographer) 107
Hawran (region) 43, 47, 94
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H. āzim Bey, Abū Bakr (governor general) 79, 238
al-Hijaz (region) 181
H. ikma College (La Sagesse), see Madrasat 

al-H. ikma
Hilferding, Rudolph (economist) 84
H. isnı̄, H. asan Taqı̄ al-Dı̄n (Damascus mufti) 71
historians 11, 17, 53, 56, 82, 85, 139, 194, 196, 262
Homs 76
Hospital for the Insane, Lebanese 134, 135, 137;

Prussian 125, 261; Women’s Municipal 126;
Military 101, 241

hotels 120, 240
Hourani, Albert (historian) 15, 145, 156, 172, 198
Hula, Lake 56
al-H. umsı̄, Jibrā� ı̄ l 30
al-H. usaynı̄ (family) 175
Husn al-Akrad 58
al-H. ūt (family) 148
hysteria 13–33, 132–134

Ibn Khaldūn 7
Ibn Rushd 225
Ibn Sı̄nā 116
Ibrāhı̄m Pasha 29, 31, 153, 158; Druze community

and 32
identification, with the Ottoman state 61, 81,

268; with municipality 157, 264, with
provincial capital 268

ih. sān al-zahra 122; see also charity
Ilbert, Robert (historian) 14
immigration to Beirut 20, 31, 36, 123, 269
imperialism, Ottoman 54, 142, 260; see also

civilizing missions
Inkidar, Abido and Khidr 205
intellectuals 5, 13, 15, 17, 61, 156, 161, 163, 194,

212, 222, 230, 265; and the urban idea 5–6,
162, 226; and trauma of 1860 15, 207

intellectual networks 6–7, 160, 169, 174, 226
intermediary bourgeoisie 52–53, 86, 251;

definition of 14fn., 17
Ish. āq, Adı̄b 171
Islam 68, 69; religious education 177
Ismailis 81
Istanbul 5, 7, 9, 19, 37, 38, 39, 44, 46, 48–51, 56,

59, 65, 70, 75–78, 82, 86, 89, 98, 111, 125, 134,
136, 138, 139, 140, 141, 144, 155, 156, 160, 168,
169, 172, 177, 180, 181, 205, 214, 218, 226, 228,
236–239, 243, 250, 252, 254, 260, 265;
newspapers in 160

Italy 26, 28, 63; occupation of Ottoman Libya
77

Izmir 9, 65, 75, 108, 126, 202, 240, 245, 252, 254

Jabal Amil (region) 76
al-Jābirı̄, Muh. ammad �Abid (philosopher) 8

Jaffa 77, 220
Jāhil, Niqūla and Sons 36
al-Jalil; see Galilee
Jallūs, Ah. mad 30
James, C. L. R. (historian) 14
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169–170, 172, 174
al-jam �iyya al-�ilmiyya al-suriyya (Beirut Syrian

Scientific Society) 49, 116, 154, 159, 169
jam�iyyat al-maqās.id al-khayriyya al-islāmiyya 35,

49, 77, 154, 159, 169–171, 177; see also charity
al-Jazzār, Ah. mad Pasha 27, 29, 31, 76fn, 159;

Beirut trade and 28
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Jerusalem 45, 46, 51, 60, 65, 75, 175, 176, 178,

220, 225
Jessup, Henry (missionary) 39, 150, 185, 202
Jesuit College; see Université de St. Joseph and

Faculté de Médicine
Jews 2, 13, 94fn
Jibrān, Khalı̄l 6, 231–236
Jinah (Beirut suburb) 102
al-Jisr, H. usayn (shaykh) 171, 174–176;

Muh. ammad 80
Jordan 178
Jounieh 179, 246
journalists 5, 13, 42, 47, 53, 76, 80, 107–108, 125,

168, 193, 224, 230, 268; and municipality 145,
148, 159, 264

Judāy, Yūsuf (municipal councillor) 62, 222
Jumayza (Beirut quarter) 151, 224

Kabbāba, But.rus 36
Kabbani, Nizar 269
Kāmil Pasha, Meh. med (grand vizier) 49, 50,

52fn, 65, 70, 78, 119, 154, 180
Karak 47, 60
Karam Bey, Yūsuf 38, 145
Kastı̄ (family) 148
Kedourie, Elie (historian) 73
Kemal Bey, Ismail (Beirut governor general) 58,

66–67, 77–78, 99, 217, 218, 259
Khadrā, Rizqallah (municipal councillor) 94fn,

160
al-Khālid (family) 148
Khālid Bey, Bābān (Beirut governor general) 106
al-Khālidı̄, Yūsuf Z. iya (Ottoman

parliamentarian) 46
Khalı̄l Pasha, Ibrāhı̄m (Beirut governor general)

249
khans 32, 217; Antun Bey 88, 217; al-Arwām

210; Fakhrı̄ Bey 101
Khater, Akram (historian) 211
Khawāja (family) 175; Muh. ammad (municipal

councillor) 151
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Khayyāt., Nas.rallah (municipal councillor) 144
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al-Khūrı̄ (family) 175, 223; Bishāra (Lebanese

president) 62; Khalı̄l 6, 43fn, 44, 46, 95fn,
123, 143, 170; Najı̄b 197; Na�matallah 36;
Shākir (Dr.) 168

Kisrawan (region) 143, 145
Kurdistan 117

Lamartine, Alphonse de 248
Lammens, Henri 56
Land Code, Ottoman 141–144, 159
Lattakia 56, 58, 68–70, 74, 75, 126, 176, 250
Laurella, George (municipal councillor) 138, 140,

144; Pietro (Dr.) 122, 138fn
Lazerists, Soeurs de la Charité 122; see also

charity
Le Corbusier 236
League of Nations 132
Lebanon 38, 53, 73, 82, 83, 132, 194, 210, 211, 222,

228, 265, 267; see also Mount Lebanon
Leeds, Anthony (sociologist) 140
Lefebvre, Henri (philosopher) 10, 12, 96, 268;

meets André Raymond 17fn
leisure 20, 124, 198, 199, 201, 203, 212, 230, 251,

254, 256, 268
Lenin 84
Levant 14, 19, 26, 43, 106, 107, 127, 156, 168, 201,

254, 264
Lewis, Edwin 171
Libya 77
lighthouse 90, 101, 208, 248
Lockman, Zachary (historian) 112
London 86, 110, 183, 194, 210, 233
Lortet, Louis (Dr.) 248
al madrasa al-sult.āniyya 159, 160, 164–169, 171,

175, 178, 184, 188, 174, 181, 183, 184; 
al-�uthmāniyya 180, 181; al-h. ikma 176, 231; 
al-rushdiyya 43; al-wat.aniyya 70fn, 159, 160

Maghdusheh 59
Majālı̄, Tawfı̄q (Ottoman parliamentarian) 47
Makārius, Shahı̄n 171
Makdisi, Ussama (historian) 144, 183
maktab al-S. anā �i � wa al-tijāra al-h.amı̄dı̄ (School

for Arts and Crafts) 247–251; maktab �anbār
182

Malh. ama (family) 75, 99; As�ad 88fn, Salı̄m
Pasha, Najı̄b Pasha 88fn, 99–100, Philippe,
Habı̄b 99–100

Maltese sailors 200, 254
Mamluks 2
Manāsa, Eliās and Yūsuf 30
al-Ma�nı̄, Fakhr al-Dı̄n (emir) 3, 255
al-Manshiyya (quarter) 210

maps, mapping; see cartography
Mar Marun (quarter) 160; hagiography of 160
Mar Niqula (quarter) 224
Mar�ash 48
Marj �Ayūn 56, 58, 74
Marja Square (Damascus) 43, 241
markets 2, 217, 219, 220; sūq al-fashkha 216–221,

258; sūq al-jamı̄l 217; sūq al-khammamı̄r 210;
sūq al-tawı̄la 217; sūq al-�ummūmiyya 210; suq
sursuq 220

Maronite clergy 59, 167, 211; community 2, 32,
38, 42, 96, 160, 164, 231; education 176;
leadership 165; municipal councillors 144, 157;
newspaper 155; Young Maronite League 145

marriage 62, 71, 77, 133, 138fn, 156, 211, 224, 231
Marseille 29, 105
Martyr Square; see Sah.at al-Burj
Marx, Karl 84; Marxism 187
Matn (region) 145, 166
Mazra�at al-Arab (Beirut quarter) 50, 205, 206,

208, 224
Mecca 119, 252
medicine 118, classical 15, 169 ; colonial 116, 127,

129, 137, see also public health
Mediterranean 1, 29, 31, 43, 46, 55, 58, 129, 136,

156, 160, 161, 182, 201, 207, 223, 234, 241, 252,
265; cities 1, 2, 12–14, 19, 212, 268; trade 9, 29,
32, 35, 73, 85, 264; see also port-cities

mental health 133–136; see also Lebanon Hospital
for the Insane

merchants 17, 55, 60, 61, 63, 72, 75, 80, 88, 89,
95, 98, 104, 161, 174, 194, 197, 221, 223, 224,
230, 254; and the municipality 145, 156, 162;
boycotting 106–107, 111; building 219; and
construction 215–216, 262; Muslim 169; and
notables as intermediary bourgeoisie 2, 37, 86,
139, 143, 154; republic of 27–29, 86; and the
struggle for a provincial capital 9, 25, 36, 53;
work ethic 204

Mer� i (family) 210
Mersin 120
Messageries Maritimes (shipping company) 87,

89
middle class 7, 17, 37, 139, 162, 212, 227, 264; as

efendiyya 62, 69
Midh. at Pasha, Ah. mad (Damascus governor

general) 45, 48, 49, 65–67, 71, 75, 87, 89, 99,
105, 154, 170; as grand vizier 43

Minet al-Husn (Beirut quarter) 208
minorities 42, 70, 127, 268
Misk, Ant.ūn and Francis 36
missionaries 31, 128, 133, 168, 173, 185, 187, 202;

American 39; Catholic 171; Jesuit 96, 97, 188;
education 260; Lazerists 122; Protestant 66,
69, 166–168, 171, 185, 188, 202; and public
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hygiene 118; schools 164, 173, 178; Swiss
Quaker 134
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modernity 169, 184, 194, 251; Beirut as beacon of

111, 206, 235, 260; and colonialism 18,
definition of 8; and public health 121, 215;
Ottoman 19, 85, 123, 142, 165, 240, 243–244,
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13, 139

modern architecture 237, 240; city 3, 75, 129,
136, 225; forms of knowledge 81, 163; morality
172, 184

modernization 138
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Moore, Thomas 226
morality 4, 80, 194, 199, 207–208, 210, 212, 224,

232; Islamic 170, 172, 185; morbidity and 132;
and gender 193, 202
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51, 55, 56, 59, 60–62, 67, 73, 96, 102, 103, 115,
117, 119, 122, 126, 127, 132–134, 136, 141, 144,
161, 164, 165, 197, 202, 220, 226, 232, 242, 255,
261; boundaries of 58; Christians in 97;
migration from 36

Mount Sanin 223
Mudawwar (family) 88, 94fn, 101, 103, 160; Jirjı̄

(municipal councillor) 38; Nakhla (municipal
councillor) 88fn, 125, 144

Mudawwar quarter (Beirut quarter) 101, 103
Mugharabil, Abū Salı̄m 207
Mukhayyish, Amı̄n Pasha 223; Muh. ammad Sa� id

Bey 224
mülkiye mektebi 75
municipal, accountability 208 budget 105,

142–143, 144, 256; law 115, 138, 148, 150, 155,
157, 216
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214; family clusters on 157–158; precursor to
30–31, 123, 154; split into East and West 115;
presidency 150, 153–155; 256, 261

municipality 67, 77, 86, 98, 104, 105, 111, 115–117,
121, 126, 128, 130, 132, 136, 141, 204, 205, 206,
259, 261; confessional make up of 144,
147–148, 155, 157–161; health council 123; and
nationalism 138; and port enlargement 88,
218; taxes 88, 220

municipality (Damascus) 155; (Istanbul) 138–141
Musaitbeh (Beirut quarter) 77, 205, 207, 208,

223
Muslim reform organization, see al jam�iyyat al-

maqās.id al-khayriyya al-islāmiyya
Mut.rān, Joseph 49, 89, 95, 99
Muzaffer Pasha (Mount Lebanon governor) 51,

197

al-Nabh. ānı̄ (family) 148, Yūsuf 188, 172, 173

Nablus 27, 56, 58, 59, 60, 66, 80
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7, 136, 221, 225, 228, 230, 235, 265f
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general) 51
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nationalism 13, 55–56, 74, 82–83, 139, 239; Arab

25, 61, 80, 160, 183, 187, 267; Lebanese 171,
233; Syrian 166, 170, 227
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Nawfal Brothers 36; Na�matallah 115, 215; Niqūla

36
Nazareth 58, 60, 75, 245
Nāz.im al-Dı̄n Bey (Dr.) 77, 119, 123, 205
Nāz.im Pasha (Damascus governor general) 63fn,

77, 205
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Nedim, Mah. mūd (grand vizier) 49
Nerval, Gerard de 209
New York 7, 231–232, 245
newspapers 6, 38, 53, 72, 89, 213, 225, 229; al-
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Bashı̄r 155, 219; al-Bas.ı̄ra 160; al-Hilāl 206,
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159; Bayrūt Gazetesi 154, 160, 178; H. adı̄qat al-
Akhbār 6, 44, 123, 124, 143, 159, 160, 170, 213,
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158, 204
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Rid. ā Pasha, �Alı̄ (Beirut governor general) 51–52,
180; as Ottoman ambassador 65

Rı̄h. ānı̄, Amı̄n 6, 233–235
riots 103, of 1903 204–207
road, Beirut-Damascus 10, 39, 87, 95–96, 258
Rogier, Camille 209
Roman Catholic community 36; municipal

councillors 157
Rosenthal, Steven (historian) 139
Rumayl (Beirut quarter) 10, 39, 258
Ruppin, Arthur 221
Rushdı̄ Pasha (Damascus governor general) 40,

43, 44
Russia 28, 31, 65, 165, 201

Sa�d (family) 210
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Selı̄miye Barracks (Istanbul) 241
sewage 122, 130, 230
sexuality 131, 211
Sha�bān, al-Sayyid 210
Shahbandar, �Abd al-Rah. mān 76
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sah.a

St. Andrew, Bay of (Beirut) 91
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Tuwaynı̄ (family) 175, 219, 224; Iskandar 259;
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