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PREFACE

In late October 2005, as the first draft of this work was completed, two teenagers, Zyed Benna and Bouna Traoré, were killed while under pursuit by police in the outer suburbs of Paris. Protests began in local communities and became more violent as they spread to most major cities in France. In the streets, cars burned, and police fired tear gas into crowds of teenagers from the largely Arab and African populations of overcrowded urban housing estates. Nicolas Sarkozy, then minister of the interior, dismissed the protesters as “racaille” (scum), comments that only fueled the conflagration of anger and protest. After three weeks of inexplicable silence, President Jacques Chirac at last appeared on television to acknowledge that France was confronting “a crisis of meaning, a crisis of values, a crisis of identity.” In his speech he declared: “We will construct nothing of lasting value, until we embrace the diversity of French society. That diversity is written in our history: it is our richness and our strength.” Since that time, the launch of a national debate on French identity has done nothing to resolve these urgent questions. This book derives in some sense from the deaths of these young men, from the contestation that followed, and from that unwilling recognition wrenched from the French state.

The paradox of French society today is that a nation that so long prided itself on its commitment to freedom and equality, its fearless intellectual critique, and its cosmopolitanism has been unable or unwilling to negotiate the realities of diversity and difference on its own soil. If the “revolt of the suburbs” showed that ethnic and cultural difference is largely confined to the outer zones of the urban agglomerations, it also made clear that such difference has been ghettoized at a distance from the center of French cultural identity. President Chirac spoke of the absence from the media and the government of what would elsewhere be known as “minorities”—in France any terminology that suggests the existence of separate and distinct categories within the Republic is anathema. But this absence can be applied equally to the cultural self-representation of France today, and in particular to the historical identity that underpins this understanding. From Molière to the Revolution, from Napoleon to Jean Moulin, “Frenchness” has been determined above all by an identification with the historical past, a powerful sense of the continuity of French identity over time. In the shock that followed the collapse of the ancien régime, the radical transformation wrought by the Revolution, the glory and suffering of the Napoleonic wars for empire, and the continuing instability of nineteenth-century regimes, a new breed of historians worked to construct a unity that seemed to be unsustainable at the political level, and this unity found its expression at last with the consolidation of the Third Republic at the close of the 1870s. “Our ancestors the Gauls” became the creed of the French history textbooks that taught generations of primary-school pupils to imagine France as an integral and eternal territorial and cultural unit. This “idea” of France inspired many of those who resisted the Nazi occupation after 1940, but also worked to mask the realities of collaboration and anti-Semitism during the Vichy years. In the 1950s it served to legitimate the destructive wars to retain colonial control in Asia and North Africa, and after decolonization and independence it helped erase the memory of those violent struggles.

It is for these and other reasons that France’s history of diversity has remained underdeveloped. To ask what role foreigners have played in the development of modern France has often appeared antithetical to what may be called the “republican consensus” of French historiography. Over the last two centuries, millions of immigrants arrived in France. Many came from Italy, Spain, Portugal, Poland, Belgium, Germany, and elsewhere in Europe. The ancestors of Adolphe Thiers and Léon Gambetta, those pillars of the Third Republic, were respectively Greek and Italian. Others came from outside Europe: Charles Aznavour’s parents were Armenian; Edith Piaf had an Algerian grandmother. Isabelle Adjani—the face of “Marianne” during the bicentenary of the Revolution in 1989—also came from an Algerian family. But this diversity of individuals is tolerated, even welcomed, because it conforms to the French model—the abandonment of cultural particularity, the irresistible alchemical transformation of the “foreign” into the “French.” There is little place in this model for questions about the way French society itself might change in response to the transformation of its population. And this model fails spectacularly in the face of those differences that are not, to use an inimitable French expression, “soluble” into the Republic: race and religion.

It was here that the shock of 2005—and its ongoing sequels—lay. The 1950s saw the populations of French colonies beginning to challenge their subaltern place in a culture imposed upon them by force. The beginning of the twenty-first century is a period in which the expanding diasporic populations across the globe have begun to question the cultural systems into which they have been “inserted,” as well as the societies that have signally failed to address persistent conditions of economic and social disadvantage. But the answer to this question cannot lie simply in jobs, black media personalities, and “blind CVs,” proposed in order to prevent employers from routinely jettisoning applications headed with Arab-sounding names.

The elephant in the salon of French culture is the glaring fact of ethnic and cultural diversity in contemporary France. Other societies—notably within the anglophone world—have undertaken a sustained investigation of the role of diversity in their national pasts, with rich and surprising consequences. The presence of non-Europeans in French history has remained until very recently little more than a footnote, a handful of exotic anecdotes scattered here and there. But there are signs that this is beginning to change. A growing interest in immigrants, Jews, and slaves, and the reconnection of their histories to the most central debates in French historiography, have been observable for several decades. And in recent years French historians have begun to interest themselves in new questions, such as the lives of people of color in France since the ancien régime, the role of Oriental artisans in the development of French crafts and technologies, and the place of Islam and Muslims in French history.

This book is intended as a contribution to that history of diversity, but not to vaunt the success of one model of coexistence over another, nor to suggest that the problems of racism, prejudice, and ideological inflexibility are in any way restricted to the so-called Franco-French. This is not a question that can be reduced to black and white, French and non-French, Christian and Muslim, or any other radical simplification of social realities. The very concept of diversity is one of plurality rather than binarity: racism and cultural prejudices of all kinds can and do exist between different subaltern groups struggling to find a place in a new society, and bringing with them their own histories and prejudices. And the carving-out of a multiplicity of fragmentary and isolated “communities” segregated by their geographical, linguistic, or religious particularities is not the answer to the frustrations emerging from the suburban fringes of French cities. This is how the putative “Anglo-Saxon” multicultural model is often understood in France. The accuracy of that characterization is the subject for another book; but it is worth emphasizing here that it is not my intention to promote any such program. Many elements of the French republican political culture should be valued and respected, and belong to all of its citizens regardless of their background. The very fact that in three weeks of rioting no lives were lost is in itself significant. Violence was directed against the deteriorating fabric of the suburban housing projects, against the government and the police, despite the best efforts by some in politics and the media to efface the protests with the stigma of racial and religious difference.

The research that underlies this book was carried out in a France still in the throes of a great transformation, and it is irremediably marked by its historical moment. It began with a simple question about the antecedents of the “Arab France”—so evident even to the casual visitor today—that has been so much a part of my own experience of living in cities such as Paris and Marseille. But the investigation of that question gradually revealed a different story—another Arab France that seemed to have disappeared almost without a trace, one that existed even before the “colonial turn” of 1830. Discovering that lost world has been a joyous experience that owes much to my friends, colleagues, and mentors, and to the generosity of many people in many countries.

This book began as a doctoral project and would not have been possible without the wisdom and critical insight of Peter McPhee, who offered me the model of a scholarly rigor and collegial generosity that I will always strive to emulate. I was fortunate to have the inestimable guidance of Carla Hesse in formulating the initial shape of my arguments for publication in French Historical Studies; her coeditor Peter Sahlins, and Natalie Davis, Jo B. Margadant, Ted Margadant, Gérard Noiriel, and Daniel Roche, offered insights that have been invaluable in shaping this material. I am grateful to Michael Rapport for his careful advice on the passage from dissertation to book, and to the readers of the manuscript and the editorial team at The University of California Press for their marvelous work. I owe a special intellectual debt to Leora Auslander for opening up new vistas and contexts with her incisive questions and suggestions, some of which I have broached in this book. Many other colleagues have played an important role in the ideas developed here. Chips Sowerwine offered me his vast erudition as well as his friendship; Tim Tackett and Helen Chenut welcomed me very kindly in California and gave me the opportunity to rehearse with two of the finest French historians of recent times some of the ideas emerging in the final revisions. I am grateful to many other colleagues for their helpful comments along the way, including Abdul Samad Abdullah, Samer Akkach, Virginia Aksan, Sunil Amrith, Mark Baker, Christopher Bayly, Nicolas Bourguinat, Michael Broers, Megan Cassidy-Welch, Jocelyne Dakhlia, Joy Damousi, Helen Davies, Laurent Dubois, David Garrioch, Julie Kalman, David Laven, Alain Messaoudi, Sue Peabody, Richard Pennell, Olivier Raveux, Gideon Reuveni, Abdullah Saeed, Emmanuelle Sibeud, Justin Tighe, and Stephen Wheatcroft. My work with Arabic sources would not have been possible without the help of Youssef Alreemawi, as well as Mamadou Diamanka, who has shared with me not only his knowledge but the welcome of his family in Melbourne, Dakar, and Sare Souma. I owe a great deal to my dear friend Krystyna Duszniak for bringing me back to history and for her constant faith in my projects: and to Darek, Julian, Nadja, and Domi Duszniak, who have been a second family to me, giving happiness and respite from my task. My friend and colleague Houari Mired gave many things to this book both personally and intellectually: my understanding of “Arab Paris” and of Algeria would not be possible without him. Many friends in Stidia and Mostaganem, in Luxor, Jerusalem, Delhi, and Colombo, contributed to this book in different ways. In France, Sylvie Boujard and Isabelle de Pierrepont showed me immense kindness and friendship during my time as a graduate student and ever since: this book owes a great debt to their generosity. I have been very lucky to have such wonderful and patient friends—notably, Yesim Aksu, Robert Blum, Amy Brodtmann, Kaushal Bhuta, Nan Canter, Emily Clark, Shadyah Gigis, Khalad Karim, Mounir Kiwan, Sophie Matthiesson, Maher Mughrabi, Moumtaiz Nasser, Thomas Poirié, Nadine Raydan, Halima Taleb, and Zeina Zogheib. None of this could have been done without their abiding friendship. I am deeply grateful for the constant support of my brothers, Ross and Matthew, and my sister, Jen, and their partners Sean, Ruth, and Julius. The incalculable debt is to my parents, Bruce and Mair Coller, without whose unstinting belief and love this book could never have been written.


 

 

[image: Image]

Introduction

This is a book about a France that never quite existed. It is not a counterfactual or fictitious history. It addresses the making and unmaking of a space that had no name and appears nowhere in the official record. All that remains of that space are mute and hardly decipherable traces scattered here and there across disparate archives and libraries: the unusual consonance of certain names inscribed upon headstones along the grey rows of cemeteries and in the pages of the now largely unread works of early Orientalism; the unnamed turbanned heads looking back at us from the paintings and engravings of postrevolutionary France; police reports and petitions filed away to gather dust in archives; letters written in crabbed nineteenth-century Arabic script recounting quarrels and reconciliations whose resonance is almost lost to us.

These names and faces in themselves constitute a remarkable and forgotten gallery, a crowded proscenium jostling with heteroclite individuals: merchants and rogues, scholars and charlatans, soldiers and slaves. Each of these men and women followed strange and surprising paths that illuminate in different ways the several worlds in which they lived. But this book aspires to be more than simply an “anthology of existences,” however surprising or moving those existences may be. Instead, it seeks to examine more fully the space between these individuals, and reconstitute the traces of its texture, its significance, its continuities, and its ruptures. That space was primarily constituted by the specificity of the Arabic language—a shared vector, which for all its multifold vernacular differences created a certain commonality. But that vector carried with it another, more complex set of relationships with Islam—an Islam, that is, conceived in the wider sense of a world at once outside and interlaced with Europe. Yet the space we are attempting to describe took its particular form from the France into which it was variously accommodated and constrained, a France that was itself in a period of radical transformation. Only by consciously imagining this space that appears nowhere has it been possible to discover so many things otherwise irretrievably scattered and fragmented. It is possible too that this re-imagining may also change in some small way our understanding of France itself and its contribution to the shaping of a modern Europe increasingly distinct from the Islamic world across the Mediterranean.

In this sense “Arab France” is neither hypothetical nor actual: it is an intentional act of seeing, a historical choice, a space of possibility. We should remember that familiar historical ideas have always been in key respects formulated retrospectively to describe and order events already in the past: “revolution,” “age,” “tradition,” even the “nation” itself. Such grids of comprehension are necessary for us to distinguish the significant from the vast ocean of contingency, but other potentialities remain lost below the surface of historical intelligibility. And that necessary historical triage has consequences for the way we make history in the present, just as it shapes the way we write about the past.

In an essay entitled “The Life of Infamous Men” Michel Foucault evoked the intensity, the physicality, of the feelings produced by the fragments of obscure destinies held within the stiff cartons of the archive: “brief lives, chanced upon in books and documents . . . singular lives, which, through some unknown accident, became strange poems.” It is a “vibration” like the one Foucault described that lies at the heart of this book, emerging from the curiously appropriate yet quite unexpected surroundings of the Château de Vincennes. In military archives that might well have been imagined barren ground for a social history such as this, fragments of Arab lives in early nineteenth-century France had washed up like piles of driftwood: not just one document, but thousands, in more than twelve cartons, some virtually unread. In petition after petition—written in rounded hand by the public letter-writer, traced in the schoolboy copperplate of a child pressed into service for his elders, scrawled in rough letters by a poor man or woman with only the rudiments of French, and occasionally (out of sheer desperation perhaps) penned in Arabic script—obscure lives were suddenly illuminated by what Foucault memorably called the “lightning-flash” of their momentary collision with power.1

And yet I believe it is the historian’s task to peer beyond this momentary illumination, this collision with power, and try, however imperfectly, to divine something of the landscape beyond. This is not to say that the historian is not concerned with power, or that there is some more perfect social “reality” to be approached by an empirical path: it is simply to delineate the particular and limited concerns and aims of this form of study of the past. Alain Corbin broached some of these questions in his choice to investigate in detail the life of a randomly chosen individual, an obscure carpenter from a rural village, born at the end of the eighteenth century. Corbin explained that he wanted to resurrect the “spatial and temporal horizon” of this individual, the invisible center of a description, a kind of cinematic point-of-view device that would enable different insights into the political and social transformations of his world and his age.2 Neither a microhistory nor a structural analysis, nor yet a philosophical excavation of the kind Foucault proposed, Corbin’s study had the benefit of restoring the significance of event, transformation, and rupture—whether individual, societal, or global—while still giving weight to the other more persistent rhythms of everyday life. He imagined the possibility of extending this inquiry outward to a whole network of people arising from their connection with this one individual, a series of “collateral reanimations” that might provide a new and much greater “understanding” of the nineteenth century.3 But in tracing a different network, not defined by terroir but by the connections of Arabic language and culture, quite a different understanding may emerge. The immense and ever-expanding resources of electronic indexing, online texts, and databases have brought the fractal possibilities of Corbin’s project closer to the realm of possibility.4

Those tools have made it possible to reconstruct many of the broken links connecting these people, to shed some glimmers onto the landscape briefly illuminated by the archival sources. But other sources make it clear that we should not imagine these people solely in their relationship to a power defined exclusively in communication with the state. Indeed, much of the substance of these Arab lives was particularly opaque to that flash of lightning that Foucault imagined. Among the documents lie a handful of letters in Arabic, which the authorities were unable to interpret without assistance. Those orphaned fragments are but the tip of an iceberg of Arabic correspondence—thousands of letters, written and exchanged between Paris and Marseille, Damascus, Cairo, Gibraltar, Cyprus, Livorno, and Algiers, to which the authorities had no access at all. Indeed they did not perhaps even suspect the existence of this highly literate network. Some hundreds of those letters have been preserved, and the light that they shed is rather different.

These Arabic sources no longer address themselves directly to the organs of state power but rather chart a whole set of transactions between individuals in a wider social network, whether relations of friendship or rivalry, alliance or enmity. Their preservation is not accidental: collections of correspondence were donated to libraries, or published as useful examples of Arab letter-writing by early Orientalist scholars. But their content is at least no longer structured by the careful articulation of petitions shaped more or less effectively to appeal to the requirements of the state. Instead, they follow other circuits of power, other norms of greeting, compliment, and sociability, which can illuminate other aspects of the space in which they lived. But considered alone, the quarrels and reconciliations they narrate may appear consumingly parochial and barren of historical significance. It is in the intersections between these two fields of illumination that we may conceive that space I have called “Arab France.”

Thus the sources for this history are diverse both in their form and in their address: among them are petitions, registers, and dossiers; police files and prefectural reports; visual culture, from popular lithographs to caricatures; literary writings, varying from poetry to official speeches; technical works, from linguistic and historical essays to grammatical treatises and dictionaries. The sheer multiplicity of these sources, and the lack of any guiding narrative, even a less than accurate one, upon which to peg an interpretation, have necessitated a relatively hybrid approach, built on a foundation of social-historical analysis based in the archive, but seeking to bring those documents into a productive dialogue with other cultural materials that may help fill the many gaps that those documents reveal. Three examples may serve here by way of introduction to the scope of this book.

In the summer of 1811, an ‘Egyptian’ named Jirjis Ai’da—in France, Georges Aïdé—wrote to the Ministry of War complaining of an unpleasant incident that had occurred in the course of a stroll through Paris.5 Aïdé had not been in the capital long: only a few months earlier he had transplanted his large family from Marseille to the rue Saint-Honoré—then a newly constructed quarter, densely packed with apartments and cheap hotels. Shortly after his arrival, he was visited by a young man, Joubran Mehenna Tady, who begged him for financial help, complaining that he was up to his neck in debt. By his own account, Aïdé had been quite generous to his young compatriot. But at some point he grew tired of the continuing requests and refused to advance Joubran any more money. This led to an unfortunate confrontation in one of the alleys of the gardens stretching out in front of the Tuileries Palace. As Aïdé haughtily explained,
 

While taking an afternoon walk in the Thuileries [sic], I noticed this young man seated next to Mr C–. When—quite by chance—I happened to pass behind him, he took it upon himself to utter a series of rude and contemptuous expressions, to which Your Servant did not choose to respond for fear of provoking troublesome and unpremeditated extremities.6

Later that day, according to the letter, the rambunctious Joubran had an appointment with Elias Pharaon, another compatriot. Pharaon prevailed upon Joubran to explain his insulting behavior toward Aïdé. The young man admitted that the dispute had initially been provoked over money, but dug himself in defiantly, boasting that he would do worse in any future encounter. Aïdé claimed that the young man had already clashed violently with a number of mutual acquaintances, making “malicious remarks” to Mikha’il Sabbagh and Joseph Athaya, abusing another Egyptian, Antoine Siouphi, “with blows as well as words,” and striking an unnamed woman. “It is up to you, Monsieur,” Aïdé wrote,
 

to put an end to the unruly behavior of this young man, using whatever means you think best in order to make this young man take account of his errors and misdemeanors, and send him back to Marseille where his pension is registered.7

It is in the interstices of this document—and those others that chase it in a trail leading through the police, the Interior Ministry, and the pensions bureau, through the Tuileries gardens and across the suburbs of Paris, in lines stretching to Marseille and across the Mediterranean—that the “Arab France” of this book situates itself. Such documents gesture casually toward a shared reality too familiar to be explained, a common history constituted from a decade of close and constant interaction, of familial relations and fraternal loyalties, long-standing grudges and conspiratorial schemes, business ventures and common enterprises, religious ties and divisions. That memory is now lost, and in these documents the reality was reshaped for the purpose at hand, to suit the requirements of power. But it is a reality that must therefore be reimagined from fragments, gaps, and silences, because nowhere was it brought to light, given any explicit articulation either by those who lived that reality, in ways perhaps too familiar to be remarked upon, or by those in power who tolerated or even sponsored its existence.

A work by a German engraver (Müller), from that same year, of those same gardens, represents two men in Ottoman clothing standing smoking their pipes amid a scene of leisure, much as Georges Aïdé and Joubran Mehenna and other Egyptians must have done in the same period. The gardens of Paris, freely accessible to the public since the Revolution, along with the urban improvements ushered in by Napoleon, provided a popular subject for engravers who were beginning to use the techniques of lithography to make images much more affordable for consumers across Europe. Collections of “picturesque views” of Paris have never ceased to be a popular purchase since the eighteenth century, and during the Napoleonic years many artists traveled to the French capital, which was the radiating center of power across central and southern Europe. The gardens stretching in shaded avenues from the Tuileries Palace to the Place de la Concorde were a favorite haunt for many: sometimes they might catch a glimpse of imperial carriages arriving or departing, or the well-to-do strolling in from the arcades of the new rue de Rivoli. In a book for the German market titled Promenades de Paris, an artist depicted the women in their high-waisted Empire smocks and the men in tailcoats and tight breeches in generic scenes of sociability (fig. 1). Among these typical Parisians, however, he placed another pair of figures conspicuous by the difference of their dress (fig. 2). They sport the turbans and beards typical of Ottoman dress, long dalmatic coats, baggy pantaloons, and curving babouche slippers. One holds a long chibouk pipe to the side as he engages in an intimate conversation with his companion, his scarf wound casually under his arm and over his shoulder. His interlocutor holds up one hand as though to mark a point: their conversation appears somewhat more serious than the gamboling frivolity of the men and women around them.

These men seem quite at home: only the nonconformity of their dress marks them as different. There is no context to explain their presence, and none appears to be required for the intelligibility of the image, despite the fact that the purpose of the book of engravings was to offer the generic, most typical scenes of Parisian life to those who wanted a souvenir of their journey, or those who could not afford a visit to Paris. The depiction of Ottoman figures in images of Venice or Marseille was quite common in the eighteenth century: the canvases of Canaletto or Vernet often featured the typical turbaned figures to be seen in these important “Gates of the Orient.” Paris was a cosmopolitan center, but it was not a port city: to travel there from the Mediterranean took a week or more, an expensive and often uncomfortable journey. Elsewhere we find images of foreign merchants in the bustling European capitals. Among the “Cries of London” of the time, for example, are Turkish rhubarb-sellers and Moroccans hawking leather slippers: their trade is clearly illustrated, since it is the motive for their depiction.8 The figures in the Tuileries are not marked as itinerant: they have no merchandise to sell, and they participate here in the generic scenes of Parisian leisure by dint of their tobacco and conversation.
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FIGURE 1. Engraving by Schwartz after Müller, Allée des Orangers, Jardin des Tuileries, from R. J. Durdent, Promenades de Paris (Paris: Le Normant, 1812). Author’s collection.
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FIGURE 2. Engraving by Schwartz after Müller, Allée des Orangers, Jardin des Tuileries, from R. J. Durdent, Promenades de Paris (Paris: Le Normant, 1812), detail. Author’s collection.

Figures of slaves and Moors frequently appeared in furniture and decoration, even as architectural ornament, throughout the eighteenth century, to mark the possession of colonial wealth or simply as a more loosely associated exoticism. But the “exotic” is marked by its opposition to the “generic” or typical elements of everyday life. In paintings depicting the Napoleonic campaign in Egypt and Syria, the “exotic” offered the excitement of blood, dust, and steel, dangers domesticated by the act of representation; distance brought near by the painter’s art; the alien made intelligible by the rules of perspective and composition. But in this engraving there is no perceptible context of threat, no great distance to be traversed between subject and viewer, and no action or composition to give the figures any narrative intelligibility, just their brute presence. The interpretation of such images as visual evidence poses many dangers for the historian, yet they cannot simply be ignored, particularly given the frequency with which such figures appear in illustrations of this period. Without corroborating indications, we cannot assume that they represent a contemporaneous reality. At the same time we should not make the mistake of asserting a priori that there is no relationship at all between visual representation and historical reality, however complex that relationship may be.

The great canvases of Napoleonic military campaigns still overwhelm the viewer today with their sheer size and color. They were works of political mythmaking, not historical accuracy. Yet even in these notorious pieces of propaganda, we may look for the traces of a contemporary reality, since somewhere among the faces, whether in preparatory sketches, in smaller studies, or in the great tableaux themselves, is a visual record of some of the men and women of the Arab France of this period. We know from contemporary accounts that young Egyptians, and particularly demobilized soldiers like Joubran, could earn a few sous posing in the recreations of Egypt for painters such as Gros, Girodet, and Delacroix, or even for the ongoing enterprise of the multivolume Description de l’Égypte. Certainly the red-hooded figure in the great Sacre de Napoléon by Jacques-Louis David was a Syrian priest named Rufa’il Zakhur. But elsewhere the figures remain nameless, only to be guessed at, or, better still, simply imagined.

The figures in Müller’s engraving are silent about their reasons for being there, about their “Oriental” presence in this pictorial imaginary of Napoleonic Paris. We would be closer to answering the questions they pose if we had some self-reflexive voice describing the nature of Arab life in France, or even some contemporary description from an external observer. But no such account exists: even the texts accompanying the images make no remark about these figures. This silence must be accounted for in some way. It is certainly not the case that these people lacked the skills to represent themselves, to conceive or present their own story. They were not passive receptacles of Orientalizing knowledge wielded by Arabist experts; indeed, many were accomplished Orientalists in their own right. Therefore, we must ask whether it was their own self-understanding or external circumstances that prevented them from addressing directly, at least in recorded form, their presence in France as a community rather than as scattered individuals.

In 1820 a young man arrived in the capital from his provincial home in Marseille, hoping to make his way in the cutthroat literary world of romantic Paris. But although he had been raised in Marseille, his origins were more distant: proud of his French language and culture, he nonetheless made a claim to a more particular kind of accomplishment, his fluency in Arabic. In an early letter to a prospective patron, he evoked his childhood in a Marseille surrounded by “the scenery of Oriental life,” as he wrote. Joseph Agoub had arrived in France as a six-year-old boy in 1801, along with many other Egyptian families. But he insisted that his childhood was not simply a unilateral adjustment to French society. “Nothing had really changed in my way of life,” he wrote.
 

And having, so to speak, carried my household gods with me, I felt as though I were still in the land of my birth. Or rather, when I observed around me the mixture of Arab and European customs, when my ear was struck simultaneously by two different idioms, it seemed to me that Egypt had somehow become combined with France, and that the two nations were merged into one.9

Agoub became an accomplished writer and a well-known personality in the Orientalist milieux of the 1820s. As this tantalizingly brief passage suggests, he was the most promising candidate to provide us with some description of the “lieu de mémoire” he evoked in his letter. But nothing in his subsequent writings addressed that mixed world directly, beyond a brief note on the contribution his compatriots had made to the study and teaching of Arabic in France. It is perhaps telling that he made no reference at all to the violent events that marked the end both of his childhood and of the mixed Egyptian-French life of Marseille: the murderous assault upon the “Egyptian” community during the transition of power in June 1815. As a result of that great silence, no plaque or memorial stands today to mark this stark episode of racial violence in early nineteenth-century France. That episode did not mark the end of Arab France; instead it proved the surprising vigor of this transplanted community. But it shadowed certain kinds of colonial racial logic that would at last rend asunder the components and conditions of a French Arab identity. It is in this process, this “unmaking” of Arab France, that we may perhaps look for the genealogy of that strange silence.

The period evoked by this book is defined roughly by the beginning of one French conquest in the Muslim world and the consolidation of another. This is not intended to suggest that those dates are constraining in any real sense: they define a particular moment in which a particular population was compelled to develop ways of accommodating a mode of life and identity they brought from the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire to a postrevolutionary France still stumbling painfully toward a stable political culture. It is the contention of this book that the Egyptians and Syrians who settled in France during the early part of the nineteenth century created new forms of life that belonged neither to the world that they had left nor wholly to the France where they established their lives—that they built an “Arab France” of their own. This notion of “Arab France” is not intended to suggest that France was an Arab country during this period: to read the formulation in this way would be to assume that there is only one France, a unitary national territory with a distinct and determined self-identity. This book is dedicated to the principle that France, like other spaces and other nations, has always been multiple and plural, a space of possibility to be invented and reinvented, to be lived in many different ways at once. The notion of Arab France contains within itself many possibilities too. Moreover, there is not a single Arab France, but many—this book will seek to trace one of them.

Both Islam and Europe will be central to this book, but neither is determining to the story of Arab France as it evolved over this period. These two great transnational concepts take their place alongside and sometimes against the intensely national ideas emerging out of the revolutionary era—but the very nature of the phenomenon under study here tends to demonstrate their interconnectedness stretching back into a common past characterized by both exchange and conflict. Certainly in this period only the most tangled boundary existed across much of what is today eastern Europe. Only with the rapid improvements in transport and communication in the nineteenth century did the Mediterranean come to seem a natural boundary between two worlds rather than a connecting bridge. And these worlds were interconnected with others, across the Atlantic, the Sahara, the Indian Ocean, and beyond. Thus it is as interlocking spaces rather than as substantive categories that Islam and Europe must figure in this study, which examines these spaces from the perspective of people whose roots lay firmly in the Muslim world, regardless of their religious confession, yet who chose or were forced into a trajectory that brought them to Europe. Behind the commonality of Arabic language and culture lay the structures and traditions of what Marshall Hodgson called an Islamicate society, and it is the accommodation, negotiation, or outright rejection of these cultural differences in postrevolutionary France that forms much of the substance of what is to follow. This was an epoch of enormous change in Europe’s idea of itself: over the same period, parallel and interconnected, but nonetheless distinct transformations were taking place in the Muslim world.

The period with which this book is concerned was a critical one for the writing of history in Europe.10 In important ways these were the years in which modern “national” history was born, providing foundational structures for the national identities that came so strongly into play over the same period. One of the contexts, and indeed the consequences, of this new sense of national unity and purpose was a new kind of expansionism. No longer simply seeking to dominate the European world at France’s borders, French men and women looked toward a new imperial space that—in the relative continental stability after the Congress of Vienna—would become the primary arena for the exercise of European national rivalries.

The Ottoman Arab world was not peripheral but rather crucial in this struggle. The weakening of centralized power in Istanbul over the eighteenth century was widely viewed in Europe as a sign that the Ottoman Empire was breaking up, and that its rich provinces were ripe for the picking. In 1798, the Directory, which had come to power after the fall of Robespierre and the radical elements of the Revolution, sent one of its most powerful (and troublesome) generals on a mission to grab Egypt, hoping to fracture Britain’s growing imperial power by seizing the trade route from India to Europe. General Bonaparte failed to hold onto his conquest of Egypt and Syria, let alone to fulfill his fantasy of marching on Constantinople, and returned to seize power in France instead. Three decades later the seizure of Algiers set the course to put France into the Arab world, to create a French Arab empire, which, at its height, would extend from Morocco to Lebanon.

The “Arab France,” that this book investigates is very different—it emerged in the entr’acte between these two French incursions into the domain of Islam. The world of which Georges Aïdé, Joubran Mehenna, and their associates were a part was in an immediate sense a result of the occupation and subsequent evacuation of Egypt and Syria at the turn of the nineteenth century. But between 1801 and 1830 no European power moved aggressively into the Arab world: indeed, it was rather a period in which the center of Ottoman power was seeking to repair the fabric of its own empire. The year 1798 was once almost universally assumed to be the watershed in the transition to “modernity” in the Middle East and North Africa. This was a vision that imagined modernity to be an exclusive and inevitable result of superior European development, in the Old World and the New. It is a vision that has been almost entirely superseded by contemporary scholarship, which now dates the beginnings of the transformation in the Middle East to the eighteenth century, with the struggles both of local leaders for autonomy and of religious intellectual elites for a renewal of learning—a process that came to fruition in the nahda, or “reawakening,” of the nineteenth century.11 Indeed, in a wider sense, the eighteenth century has been reconceived, in the words of the historian C. A. Bayly, as an era of “converging revolutions,” from America to Persia, from Portugal to China.12 This view of Europe as just one part of a world in motion contrasts sharply with the older picture of a “stagnant” Ottoman society suddenly awoken from its torpor by a resurgent “youthful” Europe incarnated in the figure of Napoleon Bonaparte.

This book is focused on that period of transformation, but it examines these events and ideas less from the macropolitical perspective of revolution and imperial expansion, or the economic analysis of industrial production and trade, than from the social perspective of the lives of Arabs in France. It is through the personal trajectories that cross these larger transformations that we can most effectively comprehend some of the larger forces at work, as the works of William Dalrymple, Linda Colley, and Maya Jasanoff have shown.13 These historians emphasize the neglected “transcultural” dimension within imperial histories, whether through early British officials and their local wives in India, through the lives and writings of Europeans held in captivity in the era of slave trading, or through the extraordinary mania for collecting extra-European culture and antiquities that took hold of so many Enlightenment Europeans. These histories have drawn from relatively unknown lives many important insights into the forms of cultural exchange, hybridity, and connectedness that preceded, and in some important ways persisted through, the period of colonial domination.

What these lives also show in the larger historical sense, however—even by the exception that proves the rule—is the hardening of cultural and national identities in the face of colonial confrontation. Colley’s captives found on returning home that their experiences needed to be framed in the conventional terms of “civilized” and “uncivilized.” Dalrymple’s “white mughals” gave way to a species of colonial administrator no longer willing to engage in any form of intimate cultural exchange with indigenous life. And Jasanoff has traced how the “embracing and tolerant” passion for the other that characterized earlier collectors was transformed by the “violence of collecting empires.”14 These insights are very constructive in giving us a far richer and more complex vision of imperialism as a form of globalization, revealing the potentialities for cosmopolitanism contained within it, as well as the foreclosure of these cosmopolitan possibilities.

At the same time, these accounts of exchange across the imagined limits of cultural systems have tended to approach their subjects exclusively from one side. All of these studies represent Europeans negotiating an “other” beyond the bounds of Europe; in none of these books is the reverse experience of non-Europeans in Europe an intrinsic element of the narrative.15 In part this is because the central concern of these historians has been “empire” itself, and the need to develop a more differentiated, more cosmopolitan, and richer account of the imperial experience. But this experience, and the experience before, across, and within empire, need to be taken back to the metropole so that we may begin to see to what extent the national and colonizing cultures themselves were already engaged in a transcultural exchange, which preceded as much as it accompanied empire, and what happened to these possibilities in the “imperial turn.”16 One key element of my approach in this book is to avoid the a priori assumption of a fundamental or uncrossable divide between Europe and the Muslim world on its borders—I will try to show that these borders were crossable and crossed in both directions. Indeed, as Fernand Braudel memorably observed, “What boundaries can be marked when we are dealing not with plants and animals, relief and climate, but men, whom no barriers or frontiers can stop?”17 These were often zones of confusion, interlaced with and always involved in the processes that were remaking the world during a period of profound and spectacular political and economic change.

In this sense, the book inevitably engages with Edward Said’s influential theses about the close relationship between imperial hegemony and European constructions of the Orient.18 The passionate and timely polemic of his book Orientalism cleared the ground for many of the possibilities contained in this project as well as others. Said’s elegant, passionate readings of the Orients of Flaubert and Chateaubriand seem to have offered many critics a golden thread for navigating the difficult questions of power, knowledge, and agency across the putative East/West divide. It has not been my intention to address the larger theoretical questions raised by his work: instead, Arab France addresses a space occluded from Said’s analysis of East and West, a zone of intermediarity, of “in-betweenness,” to which he himself belonged and which played a critical role in forming his own intellectual project. Although my study covers a period that Said insisted was foundational to the enterprise of Orientalism as a project delivering “scientific” knowledge in the service of colonial domination, the cast of characters is very different. None of the Arab Orientalists mentioned in this book appears in Said’s panorama, which neglects the possibility of a role for “Orientals” themselves in their own representation: their membership of the “Asiatic Societies,” and their considerable literary production in Arabic, Farsi, and Turkish as well as in French, German, and English. I will emphasize the role of French Arabs in what Raymond Schwab called the “Oriental Renaissance” of the early nineteenth century.19 This is not to contest the entanglement of Orientalist and other knowledges with the structures and strategies of power; indeed, it is rather to explore the multiplicity of those entanglements beyond a Manichaean binary and their transformation by larger forces, including those of an increasingly global imperialism.

In the histories of diversity in France to date, Arabs have rarely appeared as a focus of investigation alongside, for example, French Jewish communities whose lives and struggles have been so richly explored.20 Nor have Arab lives been brought to light in the increasing attention paid to slavery and its crucial impact upon the metropole in terms of colonial economies and “people of color” living in France.21 It was only recently that a group of French historians and anthropologists directed their attention for the first time to what they described as “two centuries of Oriental and Maghrebin presence in the [French] capital.”22 A follow-up to Le Paris noir, dealing with the black “presence” in Paris, and Le Paris Asie, dealing with “one and a half centuries of Asian presence in the capital,”23 Le Paris arabe opened conventional understandings of French history “from the center” to new questions about colonization, decolonization, and postcolonial relationships, making a vital contribution to reimagining the history of a city characterized today more than ever by ethnic and cultural diversity. But the unresolved ambiguity of the word “presence” appearing in all of these works evades the more difficult historical questions about community and identity. In its treatment of the nineteenth century, Le Paris arabe relied upon the work of Anouar Louca, an Egyptian historian who settled in France and was for many decades the only historian to manifest any sustained interest in the cultural exchanges between France and Egypt in this period. His monograph on Egyptian “writers and travelers” in France (which dealt with some of the figures mentioned in this book) modeled itself on his mentor Jean-Marie Carré’s two-volume work on French “writers and travelers” in Egypt.24 It is unsurprising, therefore, that the authors of Le Paris arabe adopted from Louca a picture of an early nineteenth-century “Arab Paris” defined by high-profile “visitors” from Egypt and other parts of the Arab world—students, writers, merchants, diplomats, and the occasional tourist—and by the French response to these gens de passage.25

The history of Arab visitors to France is certainly a rich and fascinating story, and one that deserves to be extended considerably further back into French history—there is plenty of evidence that the flow of visitors back and forth between the Arab world and Europe is much older than two centuries, stretching back to the Middle Ages and beyond.26 But in spite of the significant historical work he carried out, Louca’s research has served contemporary historians rather badly. As a Francophile Copt and Egyptian patriot, Louca accepted wholesale many of the commonest Eurocentric assumptions about Arab culture and history and often failed to see the forest for the trees when investigating archives that contained a much larger fund of information about the Arab population of early nineteenth-century France. Instead, he followed a tributary stream of exoticizing fascination with the “Mamelouks,” the Orientally attired soldiers of Napoleon, about whom we will have more to say later in this book. What was lost in this divagation was the bulk of early nineteenth-century French Arabs who had not much more connection with the Mamelouks than many French men and women had with the rest of the Imperial Guard.

At the other pole of the “presence” around which the authors of Le Paris arabe configure their historical account was Arab mass immigration, beginning at the outset of World War I and accelerating in the years after the decolonization of North Africa. The literature on Algerian migration to France in the twentieth century is considerable, although that on other Arabic-speaking groups is rather less impressive.27 Mohammed Arkoun directed a project investigating the role of Islam and Muslims across the course of French history, drawing attention to many important and forgotten aspects of that complex multilateral relationship.28 Still, this work does not significantly challenge an overarching narrative stretching from “influence” through “imperialism” to “immigration.” That is to say, the close relationship between France and the Muslim world, developing toward invasion and colonial domination after 1830, eventually gave rise to a late colonial and postcolonial immigration. In the absence of any careful study of Arab populations in France in the nineteenth century, it has been assumed that such movement was an exclusively twentieth-century phenomenon and as such played no part in the larger sweep of French history. The possibility of migratory flows, and even a significant “postcolonial” migration in the aftermath of the occupation of Egypt, have not been considered in this regard.

If extra-European immigration to France has been considered a twentieth-century phenomenon, it has assumed a far greater importance in the twenty-first century, as questions of immigration and integration have become entangled with other notions about “civilizational” clashes, terrorism, social inequality, and religious conflict. It has often been observed that even the second and third generations of Arabs living in France today are spoken of as immigrés or, in the more careful phraseology, issus de l’immigration (of immigrant background).29 This may appear to contradict the official doctrine of republican equality: these children of immigration are, after all, French citizens and should surely be referred to as such. But the preservation of any degree of cultural (or religious) distinctiveness, even an Arab name, among those of immigrant origin tends to place these citizens in a category apart from the assimilatory model of the Republic and sometimes provides a blind for other, darker impulses, such as those of racial or religious prejudice. In this ideological structure there is little room for the concept of a distinct “community” existing within French society, yet remaining French—that is, for the kinds of “hyphenated” identities that have formed an important part of the multicultural model in the United States, Canada, and Australia.

Almost any significant group of foreigners in Britain, from Australians to Somalis, has been termed a “community.”30 The literature dealing with the African, Caribbean, South Asian, and other populations of nineteenth-century Britain is relatively rich.31 In contrast, until quite recently, French historical work on foreign “communities” in France during the nineteenth century or earlier has been relatively rare.32 The work dealing with the two major “internal” categories, Jews and slaves, has sometimes noted the diversity of those categories, which could on occasion include groups coming from the Middle East, India, and elsewhere. But for migrant populations the historiography is much less rich, in part because migrant life, culture, and identity in France has been considered a phenomenon of recent date and has therefore been the object of sociological rather than historical inquiry. Unlike other dimensions of “French” life, which have been the subject of searching historical questioning, the presence of foreigners prior to the mass migrations after World War I has received comparatively little attention, unless it is in terms of changing attitudes toward foreigners among the French population.33

Until very recently, many of the principal interventions into questions of race and ethnic diversity in nineteenth-century French history have come from anglophone scholarship.34 This difference is in large part an index of divergent responses toward cultural and ethnic diversity: the French model of republican citizenship has tended to overshadow any interest in distinct cultures or communities within the Republic. The collection of statistics on ethnic origin in France is proscribed by law.35 Thus it is difficult to give an account even of today’s “Arab France,” due to the resistance of a historical narrative that places the Republic as the center and culmination of French history and strongly discourages the fostering of “alternative” histories and identities, whether Breton, gay, Jewish, or Arab.36 Both the global climate and recent legal controversies over colonial histories in France have exacerbated this intense reaction against communautarisme in a political as well as an intellectual sense.37

These questions are complex and have been explored at length elsewhere. They bear on this study in helping explain the paucity of studies of migrant communities in nineteenth-century France. But the problem is wider. While the theoretical literature on “community” in the sociological and anthropological fields is vast, the development of these questions within the historical field is relatively thin.38 There is no study that deals specifically with the historical question of how we might evaluate whether a given group marked by strong differences from those around them—such as Arabic-speaking migrants and their descendants in France—should be considered a “community” rather than what some historians have termed a “presence.” Definitions of community have tended to combine three key concepts: ties of kinship or other social bonds, geographical locality, and the sense of common identification.

In a book on eighteenth-century Paris, David Garrioch noted that “neighbourhood” in eighteenth-century Paris, a highly localized form of community, often outweighed the bonds of pays or regional origin for migrants coming to Paris from other parts of France.39 But he also acknowledged the existence of “non-territorial” communities among minority, migrant, and subcultural groups, whose link to a fixed location might be weak or nonexistent. In the contemporary world we see clearly that such groups of migrants frequently settle across a widely dispersed space, whether across a city, between cities, or even across countries and continents. We may see this as the fragmenting effect of globalization and accelerated mobility. But, as James Clifford has suggested, we may equally see these contemporary communities as a challenge to our understanding of the nature of “community” itself. Clifford argues that in studying these modern “diasporas,” we should abandon the “localizing strategies” that lead us to pose questions about social alignments in terms of bounded community, organic culture, and a dynamic of center and periphery. Instead, community may be understood as multilocal, decentered, existing geographically across multiple points, and affectively in a set of “spatially extended relationships.”40

Clifford suggests that the normative practice of twentieth-century ethnography has, in his words, “privileged relations of dwelling over relations of travel.”41 This is equally true of the practice of historiography, which has, since the nineteenth century concerned itself primarily with “national” histories, privileging territorially defined states and identities over other forms of social and cultural relationship. National histories tend to identify ethnic, cultural, and linguistic differences with the “natural boundaries” defining territorial nations—in the case of France the rough “hexagon” delineated by mountains, rivers, and seas. The dominance of the territorial nation-state in modern Europe has encouraged historians to view history almost exclusively through this paradigm. In particular, the three shores of the Mediterranean—European, Asian, and African—have been separated by a “metageography” of continents, which tends to present cultural differences as natural consequences of the separation of landmasses.42

Mobilities come in many forms—forced and free, economic and political, temporary and permanent, gradual trickles and sudden mass dislocations. But historians have recognized that clear distinctions are rarely easy to make in the complex field of human mobility. Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic challenged such assumptions in relation to the “Atlantic system,” which was defined by a massive forced mobility of Africans between Africa, the Caribbean and the Americas, and Europe.43 In a recent book on travel and mobility in Enlightenment Europe, Daniel Roche suggests that societies of the past have been too readily imagined as fixed and immobile before industrial modernity jolted them into sudden and accelerating movement.44 These understandings of mobility are fundamental to the ways in which I will investigate the Arab community in early nineteenth-century France. If we imagine this community as a relatively fixed and localized set of relationships, we are likely to search for evidence of stable, long-term communal structures: the concentration of residents into a small area, a few streets, or a single quarter of a city; the development of common cultural forms and modes of communication, such as community associations, newspapers, and collective enterprises. At the very least, we would search for raw numbers indicating some kind of critical mass, and the evidence of a self-recognition as a community in some recorded form. In the absence of these elements, we would hesitate to consider it a community of any significance.

If we consider community in a more delocalized sense, we are free to investigate social bonds in an open way, recognizing a far more dispersed and less formalized network of relationships. But such a way of “imagining” community is crucially dependent upon the existence of some common self-understanding, since it is only the strength of common identification that could serve to hold a widely dispersed population together and give the “community” any meaning other than a purely functional category. It is this question of identity that must therefore assert itself in this book, despite the incisive criticisms of the category that have been advanced by, among others, Frederick Cooper and Rogers Brubaker.45 These critics have observed the confusion that arises when we seek to apply this term to people who do not use it themselves, while we insist, as most scholars of identity have done, that identity is a construct and not a fixed substrate of human existence. What is the use of such a term if it is neither a dimension of contemporaneous thought, nor a tool of analysis that can be applied confidently by the historian? Cooper and Brubaker suggested that if the “strong” essentialist conception of identity has been largely repudiated by social scientists, it at least offered a consistency lacking in “weak” constructivist stances. The cases they cite use the category of “identity” to explain the persistence of social conflict, the survival of “tribal identities” or “ethnic identities” into the modern state, or modern “identitarian” political calls for group solidarity in the face of structural discrimination. But it is perhaps possible to conceive of a “strong constructivist” conception—which would treat identity neither as a given to be “discovered” nor as a fluid, multiple, shifting constellation, but as a project of configuring cultural practices, group relations, and articulated self-understandings across a particular space. It is a kind of work carried out in particular by minority and diasporic groups in societies in which they are identified as categorically different, and in which their networks may extend very strongly beyond the territorial limits of the social polity.

In 1963 the great British social historian E. P. Thompson wrote a book called The Making of the English Working Class. The “making” of this or that phenomenon in history was familiar enough and has enjoyed even greater popularity since that time. In the loosest sense, it implies an interest in process and dynamics rather than static description. But Thompson made it clear why the conception of “making” was fundamental to his approach: he was describing something that existed only as a process and could not be described in any other way.

Rather than simply describing the formation of a social class under specific historical circumstances, Thompson showed how a plurality of heterogeneous individuals and groups with different origins and different interests, different beliefs and regional ties, came together to recognize their commonalities over their differences, partially as a result of the conditions created by those more powerful, but also in part as the result of their own work, even if this was not always explicitly articulated to such an end. Thus he concluded that “in the years between 1780 and 1832 most English working people came to feel an identity of interests as between themselves, and as against their rulers and employers.” But Thompson also set out with a passion to rescue the subjects of his study—from poor artisans to deluded utopians—from what he called the “enormous condescension of posterity” by restoring to them their proper role in their own history. Class, Thompson wrote, “is defined by men as they make their history, and in the end this is its only definition.”46 Thus “making” was a process that involved the historian herself or himself in an active role.

In a similar way, albeit on a far smaller scale, the subjects of this study came to conceive of themselves through their commonalities rather than their differences, and equally as a result both of the state’s hegemonic role and of their own negotiation of those conditions. To say that these people were Arabs is inaccurate in every way except this one: like Thompson, we must emphasize the longer trajectory in order to perceive the phenomenon at all. The “Arab identity” described here was the result of a multiplicity of choices, of associations, and of reactions to external conditions sometimes conducive and sometimes coercive. It is a crucial difference from Thompson’s study, however, that the conditions for the “making” of this Arab identity in France were suddenly and catastrophically altered under dramatically different circumstances, and alongside resurgent categories of race and nation that came to dominate the social world in which these people lived. Hence I have set out to describe both the making of this Arab France and its unmaking, a trajectory that also helps explain its quasi-total disappearance from the historical record.

In seeking to illuminate at once the participation of the state and the wider society and the active role of these people themselves, I have sought, within the restrictions of this book, to draw upon as wide a range of sources as possible, rather than focusing upon a single archive or source. That search took me from the imposing edifice of the Archives Nationales and the military archives housed in the castle of Vincennes at the edge of Paris to local archives and libraries in Marseille, Melun, Carcassonne, and Aix-en-Provence. In Geneva I was fortunate to discover the existence of a large corpus of letters in Arabic between members of the community that provided quite different insights into their networks, social practices, and modes of address and communication. Without doubt there are many more documents scattered through other archives and libraries in Europe and the Middle East that could be of importance for this research. Although it has been sadly impossible for me to assemble them all, I hope that future scholars who come across such documents by chance or design will be in a better position to interpret them and to evaluate their significance.

The point of departure for this book is therefore a careful work of reconstruction, following itineraries that trace unexpected paths across the Mediterranean to Marseille and Paris. I have sought to explore in as full a context as possible the lives of these French Arabs of the early nineteenth century, to draw a clearer picture of the motives for their displacement, their number, their mode of existence, and their relationship to the social structures that surrounded them. Through the intersections of these itineraries, the conflicts that such further “crossings” could provoke, and their resolution, I have tried to determine what forms of relationship existed between these individuals, how closely they were connected to one another, and whether these connections constituted a form of collective life, a “community” distinct from the larger social context around them.

Further, by tracing the borders and limits of these itineraries, I explore what these “crossings” can tell us about the formation of distinct cultural and national identities across a period of significant transformation on both sides of the Mediterranean. This period culminated in the first long-term colonial incursion into the Arab world by a European power: the French invasion of Algeria in 1830. I have been interested to determine not only how these people lived, but what it meant for them to live these great political and cultural transformations. The first part of the book provides an investigation of the origins of the relatively large emigration of Egyptians and Syrians from Egypt to France, and the experience of these immigrants during the Empire and in the political transition of 1814–15. The second part of the book observes the period from the 1820s to the Revolution of 1830—a crucial moment in the transformation of national identities in Europe, and a turning point for French domination of the Arab world—through the lives and works of a number of Arab intellectuals in Paris. Their itineraries may tell us something about the nature of these transformations themselves, viewed from a rather different perspective, making a small contribution to the project of recovering the “plural or conjoined genealogies” of a shared present.47 In this sense, I hope, imagining “Arab France” may help us imagine our own history, as well as the fascinating and multiple reality that is France, a little differently.
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A Rough Crossing

In late August 1801, a fleet of British frigates set out from the port of Aboukir in Egypt. They were carrying the tattered remnants of the French Grande Armée, abandoned two years earlier by their commander, Napoleon Bonaparte, to fight on without much hope in Egypt, and at last given passage back to France by the treaty concluded with England and the Ottoman Porte. One night, just a few days into the crossing, a tragic scene unfolded on board one of these ships, a frigate named the Pallas. According to a letter conserved among the papers of the Commission d’Égypte, Ya’qub Hanna, an Egyptian Copt and the first non-French general in the French army, lay dying among the women of his family, watched by a grief-stricken crowd of men, women, and children. Although they had boarded the Pallas in Alexandria, they drew their origins from all over the Middle East, from Egypt, Syria, and even farther afield. They came from Georgia and the Caucasus, from Greece and Asia Minor, from southern Egypt and the Sudan, from Palestine and Mount Lebanon, from the Mediterranean cities of North Africa and from the great metropolis of Cairo. Their social origins were just as disparate: merchants and customs officials jumbled together with priests and artisans, soldiers and domestic servants. Most shared little beyond the Arabic language and an origin in the Islamicate society of the Ottoman lands. Their only other commonality was their decision to join the emigration to France led by General Ya’qub, now mortally ill.

“No scene could been more striking for an artist than this tragic tableau,” wrote Nemir Effendi, the author of the letter. A painter, he continued,
 

would want to capture at once the group as a whole, and the details of the different moral sentiments that animated the onlookers. The variety of feelings can only be imagined—those of the English, the French, the Turks, the Copts, the Greeks, even a number of Italians. Their prayers opened the vault of the heavens for the dying man. Imagine then the despair of his mother, and his sisters, the tears of the beautiful Circassians and Georgians, the shouts of the Coptic and Turkish women, and the innocent composure of a child, his only daughter, still too young to comprehend her loss. Even heaven seemed to want to play its part in the mournful scene, with its far-off thunder and its flashes of lightning.1

General Ya’qub died during the night. His final wish, Nemir wrote, was to be buried alongside his friend General Desaix. Ya’qub was a wealthy man and had contributed generously to Desaix’s funeral monument in Paris; now he hoped to share it. Perhaps he hoped too that such a public recognition of French and Egyptian friendship would help assure a welcome in France for the people who had accompanied him. He had every reason to fear for their welfare. Most of them hardly spoke French, and they had little experience of life in Europe and no obvious means to support themselves and their families. But not all of them were unschooled in French manners, as Nemir’s letter itself demonstrates. Nemir, who signed himself as the wakil, or agent, of the Légation d’Égypte, clearly understood the importance of sensibility and theatricality in postrevolutionary Europe, portraying a terrible and disruptive event as a moment of historic importance, redeeming loss or defeat through symbolism, much as contemporary history painters would do.

Nemir was writing from the lazaret of Marseille, where he and his companions were serving the compulsory forty days of their quarantine. Nemir insisted above all that arrangements should be made quickly for the “more than one hundred young men—Turks, Copts, Greeks, Abyssinians,” and their families, who were about to enter the city of Marseille—several hundred people in all. But the political stakes were just as high. The self-styled “Egyptian Legation” on whose behalf Nemir addressed the minister expected an immediate invitation to Paris for discussions about their political project and their status in France. As we will see, they would wait for almost a decade for the permission to travel to the capital.

The “Egyptians” of General Ya’qub were poised to emerge into a different world. But we should take care not to indulge too readily the flights of imagination that this kind of “encounter” has tended to inspire. If French society was different in many ways from the Egypt these people had left behind, we should remember that the contrast between metropolitan and rural life in both France and Egypt was very stark in this period. Both societies contained a patchwork of regional cultures and dialects, with large cities still dependent for subsistence on the countryside, despite the beginnings of the industrial transformations that would have so great an impact later in the century. For an inhabitant of Cairo or Damascus, the city of Marseille would not have seemed so radically different, and, indeed, interconnections between Mediterranean ports had existed for centuries. Paris, to be sure, as both a major metropolis and a cultural capital could perhaps be compared only to Istanbul among the cities of the Ottoman world. But even in Paris, as we shall see later, a limited Arab milieu was already in existence, in addition to a network of French officials who had served in the occupation of Egypt.

But this brings us to a major difference that these people would have to negotiate: not so much between France and Egypt as between the France they had imagined and the France that greeted them. It was only three years after the revolutionary settlement of 1795 when the Directory sent an army into Egypt to install the French Republic and its radical principles on the farther shore of the Mediterranean. In the same year, they sent an army to Ireland: its failure was immediate, whereas that in Egypt—and largely, to be sure, as a result of its talented commander—took three years to disintegrate. But the principles with which they set out were nonetheless the same: a radical conception of liberty, equality, and fraternity whose echoes had already been felt across the region. In Egypt, and to a lesser extent in Palestine, 1798 brought a great rupture with the deeply corporate and traditional nature of Ottoman society, just as 1789 had done in France. Just as in Europe, these ideas attracted some and repelled others. At least some part of the emigration of 1801 must be attributed to the effects of these ideas. And those who saw France through such a lens must have received a very sharp shock when they arrived in Marseille in 1801. The Revolution was over. Napoleon, it seemed, had departed Egypt eager to seize in France the kind of absolute power he had exercised in Cairo. The “refugees from Egypt” would have to make a swift and radical change of mentality from one system of power to another, just as they had done when the French took power in Cairo in 1798.

The loss of Egypt that gave rise to this emigration was quite a serious shock to the confidence of postrevolutionary France. It was extremely reassuring, then, to insist that France had snatched a cultural and intellectual victory from the jaws of defeat. The principal repository of this national vindication was the nineteen-volume Description de l’Égypte, the grand ouvrage of scholarship on ancient and modern Egypt published after the French defeat and evacuation: it is as much a substitute for as a description of a lost territory. The images contained in the work themselves filled several volumes in elephant folio: maps, vast panoramas, encyclopedic depictions of dress and ornament, and some individual portraits of important figures and types. One of these portraits shows a young man designated only as “an inhabitant of Damascus” (fig. 3): the revolutionary cockade displayed defiantly on his turban gives us a hint of what these political transformations may have meant for those who chose to join the French. The young man’s dark head-wear distinguishes him, probably as a Christian, from the exclusively white-turbaned Muslims. His Ottoman clothing is modest and unornamented, yet elegant and voluminous enough to denote at least a middling degree of wealth. The nargileh, or water pipe, he is smoking also draws a certain contrast with the cheaper clay chibouk pipe of most Egyptians: its use was strongly associated with the coffeehouses, places of public sociability.2 He is beardless, in contrast to the other figures appearing in vignettes collected on the same page—ranging from a street violin player to a Muslim shaykh—but his bushy moustache nonetheless distinguishes him from the largely clean-shaven French.
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FIGURE 3. Costumes et Portraits. Habitant de Damas. Dutertre, grav. Morel, Tardieu & Lignon, from Description de l’Égypte; ou, Recueil de observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte pendant l’éxpédition de l’armée française. État Moderne, vol. 2. State Library of Victoria, Melbourne.

The caption informs us that his young man is an “inhabitant of Damascus,” so his presence in Egypt is already a matter of change and mobility.3 In the picture, his raised right knee and left hand suggest a certain tension, a latent movement despite his attitude of repose. His wide gaze is directed at a point in the distance, with the slightly furrowed brow giving a pensiveness to his expression. Whether this portrait was sketched in Egypt, or in the later period when the Description was prepared for publication in Paris, it seems probable that the sitter was among those who joined the emigration of 1801. But the meaning of that tricolor cockade is more difficult to gauge—was it merely a marker of opportunistic partisanship, or does it indicate some more substantial ideological connection? Was it imposed, chosen, or merely an invention of the artist? Whatever the case, there is little doubt that the meaning of such symbols had been transformed in the brief span of the French occupation: three years that saw the devastating military defeat of the Mamluks, followed by the first great failure of the French army under Napoleon; two bloody uprisings, and the assassination of Napoleon’s successor, General Kléber. These convulsions of violence not only embittered the relationships between French and Egyptian but rent great holes in the fabric of a religious coexistence that had endured over many centuries.

On 1 July 1801, exactly three years after the first arrival of the French army in Alexandria, the Egyptian historian Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti watched the preparations of the French army evacuating Cairo. Among the crowds of soldiers, he described the “Egyptian” men, women, and children who joined the exodus, leaving behind them homes, possessions, and family:
 

There were many Copts, European merchants, interpreters, and some Muslims who had cooperated with the French and were afraid to remain; there were also many Christians—Syrians and Greeks, such as Yanni, Bartholomew, Yusuf al-Hamawi; also ‘Abd al-’Al, the agha.4

Behind Jabarti’s remarks we can detect the complexity of motives implied by the denomination of different factions according to their sectarian belonging, their occupation, or their history of collaboration. Despite the brevity of the occupation, its dynamics transformed the relations of power in Egyptian society, if not at the popular base, then certainly among certain elements of the elite, and above all for the minorities. Jabarti was careful not to suggest that all of these people were traitors and collaborators, an undifferentiated mass of people forced to flee because of their association with the French. It is important to recognize that the end of the French occupation of 1801 did not constitute a “national liberation” but rather the reestablishment of Ottoman imperial authority. In this context, some scores would certainly be settled, but the Ottoman government was anxious above all to ensure an orderly transition of power. In this regard, a general purge of collaborators would be entirely counterproductive, and the loss of important functionaries would only make the new government’s task more difficult. Thus, as Jabarti’s words suggest, if there were a few individuals among this crowd of emigrants who feared retribution for their acts under the French, the great majority chose this path for quite other motives. We may recognize two major frames for their choices: the changes wrought by the occupation itself, and the larger dynamics of change in the Mediterranean region, of which the French occupation was itself a part. In order to understand this moment of 1801, we must look back to the three years that preceded it, and the situation of people such as this young Damascene in 1798, when the French Grande Armée, the largest land army in the world, disembarked on the shores of Alexandria.

In our own era, dominated by a similarly ill-fated Middle Eastern incursion by a world power at the height of its self-confidence, it is perhaps hardly surprising that “Napoleon’s Egypt” has reemerged as a favorite subject for historians of many stripes.5 The year 1798 has been identified by historians as an event of peculiar significance in the Middle East and the wider Muslim world, even to the point of marking for some the “watershed” of modernity in the region.6 The presumption underlying this view is twofold: first, that the society that the French under Napoleon Bonaparte encountered in Egypt was stagnant, characterized by intellectual immobility, social rigidity, and economic paralysis; and second, that the French brought with them previously unknown ideas and social forms drawn from the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, laying the foundations for the transformation that took place in Egypt under the dynasty of Muhammad ‘Ali in the 1820s.7

This claim regarding 1798 has come to look increasingly threadbare. In Darrell Dykstra’s words, “The orientalist image of an unchanging Islamic society being galvanized by western secular energies has lost its persuasive power, and only the staunchest Bonapartist would cling to the old orthodoxy.”8 The benefit of the historiographical shift away from this outdated and profoundly Eurocentric conception of the “civilizational encounter” is that more attention has been paid to the experiences of the occupied Egyptians and their concrete relations with the French occupiers, as well as to the larger historical transformations taking place in Egypt and the region, within both the dominant Muslim culture and those of religious and ethnic minorities. Henry Laurens has examined the origins of the French “expedition” in detail, connecting it more carefully to the currents of intellectual development from the Enlightenment to the Revolution.9 His comprehensive volume on the expedition has demonstrated very clearly the complexities of the French occupation, as a project that attempted to put in place many of the “modernizing” ideas drawn from the Revolution.10 Among historians of early nineteenth-century Egypt, Khaled Fahmy has provided the most salient riposte to the myth of Muhammad ‘Ali as an “Egyptian Bonaparte’ taking up where Napoleon left off.11 Fahmy’s work, along with that of other historians, has restored the properly Ottoman and Islamic context of nineteenth-century Egyptian reform.

But the significance of 1798 needs to be revised, not negated. It is the larger narrative frame of the analysis, with the separations and divisions it has imposed, and the corollary fixation on the exoticism of difference, that has been most obfuscating to the historical account of this particular Euro-Ottoman encounter. Fortunately, more recent scholarship has helped dismantle these Manichaean “civilizational” conceptions of the relationship between European and Ottoman societies, investigating in much greater complexity the worlds that were profoundly interconnected by trade, politics, and cultural exchange, and even by political geography, throughout the early modern period.12 The ease with which Napoleon’s army arrived in Egypt was a marker, not of a European miracle of progress, but of a Mediterranean proximity that must have seemed even more immediate to a young general from Corsica. But that very proximity, and its transformation into a perception of cultural distance, are constitutive elements of the story that would unfold from this point—key factors both in the origins of the Egyptian emigration and in its occlusion from the history of the Franco-Egyptian encounter.

In 1798, Egypt was a province of an empire that, over seven centuries, had expanded into a vast domain stretching from Anatolia to the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa and deep into eastern Europe. Ottoman power fascinated and frightened Europeans: in 1517, and again in 1683, the Ottoman army reached the gates of Vienna and was only narrowly defeated on each occasion. After 1700, however, it became clear that Ottoman expansion in Europe had halted; and indeed the Ottoman Empire seemed to be faltering on several fronts.13 Its population had doubled in the course of two centuries, and the Sublime Porte in Istanbul—both the seat of the Islamic caliphate and the center of Ottoman political power—faced significant challenges in governing by the traditional means that had held the empire together for more than half a millennium. The fundamental role of Islam in cementing the legitimacy of Ottoman rule had provided a constant pressure to expand into the non-Muslim world, but it also served to constrain change within a powerfully theocentric vision of the world. Despite the frequent characterization of the Ottoman regime as despotic and arbitrary, the sultan could by no means ignore the will of his people, and above all the opinions of the religious intellectuals. In the early part of the century, several sultans were deposed in revolts led by populist figures who accused the Porte of neglecting the tasks imposed by Islam, or failing to deliver prosperity to the people. Karen Barkey has compared these political contestations from below to revolutionary events in nineteenth-century Europe: “Set in a different imperial context, 1703 and 1730 were the 1848 of the Ottoman Empire.”14 This instability at the center created new dynamics in the outlying provinces of Syria, Greece, and North Africa.15

In Egypt, as in other regions in the Levant and the Aegean, the eighteenth-century fragility of Ottoman suzerainty encouraged what Daniel Crecelius has called the “drift toward autonomy.”16 As both Peter Gran and Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid Marsot have convincingly argued, Egypt was engaged in an indigenous process of political and intellectual transformation well before the arrival of the French in 1798.17 Powerful local figures sought to win increasing autonomy from the Ottoman system as Egypt became increasingly integrated into a global economy stretching from Asia into Europe and the Americas.18 The Ottoman Empire’s focus on fighting a war with Russia, its northern neighbor, allowed these developments to proceed unchecked, until the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca in 1774 gave the Porte a freer hand to impose authority on its fractious provinces.19 In Egypt, the autonomy asserted by a series of powerful Mamluk beys, particularly Ali-Bey al-Kabir and Muhammad Abu-Dhahab, was ended by an Ottoman reoccupation of Cairo.20 In Arabic, the term mamluk means “owned,” and in Egypt it signified an aristocratic class recruited by the purchase and training of slaves rather than by birth. For centuries, the Mamluks ruled Egypt in their own right. Since 1517, despite military submission to the Ottomans, they had retained their position as a ruling class under an Ottoman governor. But the reestablishment of Ottoman authority in 1787 did not put an end to the ongoing struggles between rival Mamluks such as Mourad-Bey and Ibrahim-Bey, whose bases were in the countryside outside Cairo.21 Ordinary Egyptians, and particularly the merchant class, including the “Franks” (residents of various European origins), bore the brunt of the internecine struggles that continued throughout this period, both through the interruption of trade caravans and the punishing taxes imposed by the warring beys.

Crecelius notes that in this period of dynamic instability, “Egypt assumed a central importance in European strategic planning that it has never lost.”22 As naval power and seaborne trade became globally dominant, Egypt seemed to hold the key to expansion in Africa and Asia. If the Ottoman Empire were to give way like that of the Moguls in India, Egypt would be the richest prize. The importance of the Levant trade to the French, particularly given the severe economic difficulties of the late eighteenth century exacerbated by war and revolution, further accentuated France’s interest.23 Egypt had long played a powerful role in the European imagination: from the Renaissance onward, cultural power in Europe drew increasingly upon the authority of antiquity, challenging the dominance of the medieval church. Most Europeans still saw Egypt as the origin of Greek and Roman culture, and thus as the originating point of a “civilization” that led ineluctably toward their own cultural development.24 This teleological conception of temporal development became central to European thought in the Enlightenment. In this sense, Egypt was not a distant and unknown land, but rather a key landscape for projecting both the past and the future of Europe. In 1735 the abbé le Mascrier, in his introduction to Maillet’s earlier Description de l’Égypte, insisted that Egypt was as familiar an idea for the enlightened classes of Europe as Paris itself, a city that for some of his readers might also have remained a site of imagination and projection.25

What this suggests is that the Orient/Occident dyad that Edward Said considered fundamental to European self-understanding was, if not absent, far less stable in this period than his argument would imply. Crucially for our understanding of the Egyptian experience of French occupation, some historians have seen in the Egyptian expedition less a capricious attempt to impose an established Western social model on the benighted East than a speculative “laboratory” for attempting many of the ideas of the Enlightenment outside of local European constraints. As Nicole and Jean Dhombres have observed, “The form of government to be established [in Egypt] could prefigure another form of government—that of France itself.”26 In simple chronological terms, Napoleon traveled straight from Egypt—his first experience of direct rule—to Paris, where within a few months the coup d’état of 18 Brumaire would elevate him to the position of First Consul, the prelude to his seizure of absolute power in France. Louis Bergeron has noted that, during the years that followed, the most intimate circle of Napoleon’s reforming officials and advisers in France and across his European empire remained those who had served in his first regime—the “Old Boys from Egypt.”27

Thus, if we must revise our overestimation of the importance of 1798 in the history of Egypt, the reverse is true in regard to the history of France and Europe. A more careful and detailed picture of the French confrontation with the dynamics of Ottoman Egyptian society, and all of its constituent elements, can contribute significantly to our understanding of the shaping of Napoleonic imperialism, and its reconstruction of postrevolutionary Europe. By providing a far more detailed picture of the shifting political, economic, and cultural relations between occupier and occupied, the work of André Raymond on the daily interactions of Egyptians and the French in Cairo strikes chords with studies by historians such as Stuart Woolf and Michael Broers of societies under occupation by Napoleon in Europe.28 Unfortunately, however, no study has yet sought to bring these different occupations into the same frame of reference—to map exactly how the experience of imperial rule in Egypt was transferred, or transformed, in the occupation of Italian, German, Spanish, or Illyrian provinces.

Egypt was one of the cradles of Napoleonic imperialism, but it should also be considered a critical testing-ground for the Bonapartist system of direct rule in France, as the French regime in Cairo served as the most immediate precursor of direct rule in France. From this vantage point we may view rather differently Napoleon’s decision to bring with him to Egypt scores of technicians, scientists, and artists who eventually formed the first Institut d’Égypte. Edward Said’s critique of Orientalism has encouraged historians to see from the very beginning of this intellectual project a European desire to use knowledge as a force for the subjugation of an “Orient” that it consistently depicted as passive and stagnant, in order to impose its dominating will.29 We have seen earlier in this chapter that such an analysis of the Description de l’Égypte, for example, loses its persuasive force when confronted with the complexities of the confrontation between the Ottoman system and the political culture of postrevolutionary France. Indeed, in divorcing the Napoleonic project in Egypt almost entirely from its material and historical conditions in postrevolutionary France, this analysis tends to reaffirm the ontological distinction between “Occident” and “Orient” that Said challenged. Daniel Roche has illuminated the French state’s ongoing quest throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to order space and time in a new way, through clocks and roads, urban reconstruction and the management of rivers, assisted by an array of engineers, bureaucrats, and experts of all kinds.30 Dissociated from these larger processes of European modernity, “Orientalism” comes to appear as an ahistorical game of power constituted of pure self-referentiality. In fact, as Marie-Noëlle Bourguet has noted, if Napoleon failed to convince a single noted Orientalist to join the expedition, it was largely because his efforts were directed elsewhere, to the graduates of the École Polytechnique, who were “naturalists, mineralogists, topographers, mining engineers and civil engineers.”31 Indeed, it was because of this almost total absence of Orientalist expertise that the French were forced to draw heavily upon local collaborators, particularly among Christians, Jews, and the resident Europeans, or “Franks.” These were not, then, European “Orientalists,” but members of long-established local communities with a knowledge of European languages and customs, perhaps closer to what Carter Findlay in another context has called the “Ottoman Occidentalist.”32 But even this formulation does not express accurately the nature of these intermediary populations, whose role has largely been neglected in the history of the relationship between Europe and the Muslim world. Without them, no French administration could hope to survive even for a year or raise the necessary tax revenues to finance the military expedition, let alone unroll a modern postrevolutionary administration—complete with grand schemes of urban renovation, a research institute, a newspaper, a library, an archaeological museum, and other trappings of modernity. It seems quite certain that the French believed these innovations would so amaze the local population as to easily win their support for the new regime. The reality, of course, was much more complex.

The unrest within the Ottoman Empire was viewed in a very particular way in a Europe increasingly dominated by the political perspectives emerging from the French Revolution. Henry Laurens argued that revolutionary ideologues in general represented the Ottoman Empire as a bundle of oppressed “nationalities”—Greeks, Slavs, Armenians, Arabs, and Hebrews—straining under the Ottoman yoke.33 This was often imagined as a parallel to the alleged despotism of the deposed French monarchy, and the majority of Ottoman subjects were viewed as kindred peoples themselves on the verge of revolution.34 Such an analysis of the Ottoman Empire in the late eighteenth century was largely inaccurate: as we have seen, many of the problems in Egypt were the result of the weakening of the central Ottoman power, and not of its despotic grip. But while the analogy between the Ottoman Porte and the French monarchy as forces suppressing the nation was often present in revolutionary rhetoric, we should not be too quick to assume that this view was universally held, or even predominant in French strategic planning. Indeed, Laurens himself emphasizes the significance of Bonaparte’s changing “Islamic policy,” and this is an aspect of revolutionary thinking that deserves much more attention than it has received. Part of the problem lies in the presumption that whereas ideas about “nation” and “liberty” were sincerely held by revolutionaries, the response to Islam was a purely cynical and preformulated one. Bonaparte himself encouraged this interpretation himself in his words to the Conseil d’État after his return to France from Egypt:

 

My policy is to govern men as the majority wish to be governed. That is, I believe, the best way to recognize the sovereignty of the people. It was by making myself a Catholic that I ended the war in Vendée, by making myself a Muslim that I established myself in Egypt, and by making myself an Ultramontanist that I won the hearts of the Italians. If I had to govern a Jewish people, I would rebuild the temple of Solomon.35

But these words were only a belated attempt to make the confused and contradictory policy Bonaparte had put in place during his reign in Egypt—dictated by events as much as by decisions—seem logical and planned. At the beginning, Bonaparte sought by every means to win over the population rather than simply to conquer it. A printing press with Arabic type was seized from the Vatican Propaganda and from the very moment of the French landing was used to produce proclamations claiming that the French intention was to “liberate” the Egyptians from the tyranny of the Mamluk regime. Napoleon adopted local dress for a short period and initially encouraged his officers to marry locally and convert to Islam, thus giving substance to his declaration (in the Arabic, though not in the French, proclamation) that the French were “true Muslims.”36 One of his generals, Baron Jacques Menou—later to command Egypt in Napoleon’s absence—followed this suggestion, marrying Sitt Zobayda from Rosette, and adopting the name Abdallah-Jacques Menou.37 Bonaparte soon resumed his customary French uniform, however, and his distrust for Menou—whom he ultimately blamed for Egypt’s loss—was well known.

The superficial Islamic pretensions of Bonaparte’s occupation were rejected, even ridiculed, by the educated elite of Muslim society, a cross section of the population was inevitably drawn into the ambit of the French regime. In assembling a diwan (council) of notables in Cairo, Napoleon appointed a number of important sheikhs and ‘ulama (religious teachers) into the central administration.38 He showed them considerable deference, attending their festivals and consulting them on matters of law and custom. The one matter upon which Bonaparte insisted, however, was the wearing of tricolor sashes and cockades, which denoted revolutionary partisanship rather than simple pragmatic collaboration. The Egyptian historian Jabarti, a considerable Muslim intellectual in his own right, described the resistance of the sheiks of the diwan to Napoleon’s vestimentary demands: Jabarti described the sash as a sign of “obedience and submission” and a “token of affection” rather than a symbol of revolutionary equality.39 The sheikhs tore off these insignia and threw them to the ground the moment they emerged from the chamber of the diwan. Dress was an important social and religious signifier in Muslim society, and this visible imposition of French ideological principles was more troublesome to the sheikhs than the pragmatic realities of their collaboration with the French. The French newspaper Le Courrier de l’Égypte lamented this failure, invoking the memory of “the unfortunate Camille Desmoulins, who declared on 12 July 1789 that the tricolor cockade would soon make its way around the world.”40 This lament for the symbols of radical equality vanquished by the pragmatics of empire would be echoed in France and Europe in the decade that followed.

The incident of the tricolor sash illustrates the investment of the French in the Muslim elite, upon whom Napoleon drew primarily in the first months of his project of administration. He claimed to have the blessing of the Ottoman Porte for liberating Egypt from the disastrous rule of the warring Mamluks, and an Islamic legitimacy based on what he falsely presumed to be the similarity between rationalist Deism and Islam. When the Egyptians discovered the falsity of the first pretension, having never credited the second, the result was a popular rallying of opposition to the French that created the conditions for a bloody revolt in Cairo during 1799. But the Muslim elite, many of whom were by now closely associated with the French administration, were more troubled by this threat of fitna (instability), which menaced their wealth and position and the good order of society, than by the presence of the foreign occupiers. After the uprising of 1799, however, the actions of French troops against mosques and holy places—for example, riding their horses into the revered al-Azhar Mosque and publicly defiling the Qur’an—pushed the Muslim notables toward opposition to the regime.

If Egypt was a “laboratory” for the development of Napoleonic administration and modernizing rationalism, it soon became clear that the experiment had failed. Through the ideological prism of the Revolution, the French imagined that their presence in Egypt would be welcomed by the mass of people, the oppressed peasants and the urban masses, while their superiority in science and the arts would win over the educated elite. In actuality it was from these two sources that the resistance to the occupation finally erupted. André Raymond reminds us that Muslim scholars felt themselves part of a centuries-old world of knowledge and science derived from the Qur’an and the medieval Arabic tradition—an epistemology that was all-encompassing and quite sufficient in itself.41 The origins of popular hostility were manifold. The French were squeezing the population for tax revenues, and requisitioning all mules and other transport animals—needed for carrying water and food into the city—for the expedition into Syria. The blockade by the British fleet had disastrous effects on the economy, pushing food prices to extreme levels. The urban fabric of the city was altered without regard for custom or religion, mosques desecrated and converted to other uses, gates torn down to enable access of troops. The presence of tens of thousands of foreign men in the city made prostitution rampant, rape not infrequent, and venereal disease epidemic.42

Rather than resuscitating some long-buried “national” spirit of popular sovereignty, the French occupation created new divisions between a party of accommodation and a party of resistance and pushed the bulk of the population back toward the Ottoman system, whose impositions they had formerly resented. This division did not occur on strictly sectarian lines, but it quickly took on a sectarian coloring. The reasons for this were various. Egypt was an Ottoman society and thus functioned within the millet system, which devolved a certain autonomy to the various “nations” of the empire, defined in ethno-religious terms (Greeks/Orthodox, Armenians, Franks, etc.) as distinct from the umma, or community of Muslims. Under the Mamluk beys, certain Christian minorities had achieved an almost total monopoly on the financial dealings of the country, whether as “scribes” or account keepers in the case of the Copts or as customs officials and tax farmers in the case of the Greek Orthodox and particularly the Syrian Catholic minority.43 The Christians and Jews served an important purpose as groups outside the fabric of the powerful family loyalties and clan-based politics built into Muslim society. In the shifting climate of the late eighteenth century, certain Christian minorities had learned to adjust rapidly to changes in the nature of power and had profited significantly from their intermediary position.

The French were compelled to rely upon these same groups for financial administration, and equally as interpreters and intermediaries. The egalitarian and secular ideology of the French regime meant that the social restrictions on these groups, which had in some sense compensated for their financial power, were lifted, and their privileges were conspicuous to all. This deeply offended many religious Muslim intellectuals, who, like Jabarti, were horrified by what he described as “the elevation of the lowliest Copts, Syrian and Greek Orthodox Christians, and Jews.” Jabarti reported that “they rode horses and adorned themselves with swords because of their service to the French; they strutted around haughtily, openly expressed obscenities, and derided the Muslims.”44 There is little documentation of the response of ordinary Muslims, but it is not difficult to imagine their fury at the revelation of the economic power of these minorities, and the loss of their own symbolic ascendancy.45

However, while reliant on local Christians to achieve any effective control over the country, the French tended to distrust them as a group. The administration tried to distance itself from an association that would undermine the attempt to present the French as the defenders of Islam and the scourge of Christianity. When Jirgis al-Jawhari, the chief Coptic functionary in Egypt both before and after the occupation, wrote to the French administration in 1798 demanding the full enfranchisement of Copts, as ancient and equal inhabitants of the country, Napoleon refused to grant his request.46 On his departure, Napoleon left clear instructions to his successor: “Whatever you do, the Christians will always be our friends. You should prevent them from becoming too insolent, so that the Turks should not have the same fanaticism against us as against the Christians, which will make their opposition to us irreconcilable. We have to put fanaticism to sleep until we can root it out.”47 But Jabarti’s analysis of the situation suggested the reverse. After the first uprising in Cairo, he reported:

 

The Syrian Christians and also a group of Greek Orthodox whose houses had been looted in al-Jawanahiya Quarter joined forces to complain to the chief of the French about the calamity that had afflicted them. They availed themselves of this opportunity to deal the Muslims a heavy blow, showing what was hidden in their hearts, as if they had shared in the vicissitudes of the French. But the Muslims had gone after them only because of their connections with the French.48

Jabarti was very careful to distinguish consistently between the various groups of Christians, whether Copts, Syrian Catholics, or Greek Orthodox. The French, on the other hand, tended to lump Muslims into a single category of “Mahometans” or “Turks” and equally to treat Christians as an undifferentiated mass from which a few individuals could emerge on personal merit. The republican discourse of the French, with its modernizing commitment to rational egalitarianism, allowed little space for communitarian subtleties. In contrast, Jabarti, with his Ottoman sensibility, continued to respond to his social environment in terms of vertical groupings of family, lineage, sect, and corporation.49

After Bonaparte’s successor, General Kléber, was assassinated by a Syrian Muslim in June 1800, it was General Abdallah-Jacques Menou who took command. Fervently espousing the idea of retaining Egypt as a permanent colony of France, Menou intensified Napoleon’s policy of co-optation of the Muslims and increasingly disassociated himself from the Christians, for whom he expressed the deepest revulsion:
 

I tell you, between you and me, that I have seen for myself since being in Egypt that the Christians are the vilest and most contemptible inhabitants of this country, and among the Christians the Syrians are in the front rank. Greedy, untrustworthy, cowardly, vindictive, and vile to the last degree—such is their true portrait.50

Menou claimed that the Christians, far from adhering in any real way to the French ideology, perceived their new masters as “French Christian Mamluks substituting themselves for the Georgian and Muslim Mamluks.”51 Menou insisted that the Syrian Catholics in particular were cynically working to assure their economic privileges with the new regime. He instituted rigorous surveillance of all their activities at Damietta and expressed equal determination to eliminate the Copts from their control of the country’s finances.52

Thus any assumption that there was an automatic confluence of interests between French and local Christians should be seriously challenged: cultural and ideological sympathies must be balanced against the unfolding dynamics of power. Moreover, the Christians did not form a single sectarian community: their status varied within Ottoman society, along with their geographic origins and the nature of their social and economic participation. It is worth enumerating some of these differences, because they played an important role, both in the origin of the emigration and in its destinies in France.

The Copts, though a small minority of only 10 to 15 percent of the population, were the oldest Christian group in Egypt—a Monophysite sect long predating the Muslim conquest and living for the most part in Middle and Upper Egypt. While a number of Copts had achieved elite status as scribes and account keepers, the vast majority were poor rural farmers.53 As an integral part of Egyptian society, they seem to have been little attracted to the French administration: Antoine Galland insisted that “they despise our customs and detest our principles.”54 Bruce Masters suggests that “after almost a millennium of assimilation into the dominant Arabic culture, the Copts were culturally or physically indistinguishable from their Muslim neighbors.”55 They celebrated common festivals and engaged in practices such as abstaining from pork and circumcising their children. But in certain circumstances this cultural proximity only accentuated the limits of social mobility. An ambitious young Copt could enter into the elite as a scribe or a financial administrator, but his dress, his manner of transport, and his deportment were delimited by the prescriptions of law and custom. He could not enter the ranks of the military or the powerful intellectual elite, which was exclusively Muslim in character, unless he chose to convert to Islam and thus effectively leave his own community.

The categories of confession and community were not fixed, particularly in the dynamic environment of late eighteenth-century Egypt. One young Copt, Hibat-Allah Fadlallah, became the protégé of his father’s employer, the Mamluk bey Su-layman al-Kashif. Fadlallah entered the prestigious Islamic university of al-Azhar. However, such access was predicated on his conversion to Islam. At al-Azhar, Fadlallah received the best education available in Egypt, studying with the leading sheikhs, and rose to occupy a chair, and a post as secretary of the supreme council of dignitaries in Ottoman Egypt.56 By the time of the French conquest, Fadlallah, now Sheikh Muhammad al-Muhdi, was enormously wealthy and influential: he became secretary-general to the diwan created by Napoleon, and collaborated closely with the French savants, such as Jean-Joseph Marcel, who later published a collection of al-Muhdi’s tales.57

This success was only possible after conversion to Islam. Those who remained Christian could rise to positions of great prominence in Egypt, but their social status was considerably more fragile. It was only through his position among the high ‘ulama that al-Muhdi achieved a degree of autonomy, which assured his position through several changes of regime. What al-Muhdi’s case suggests is the strict limits on social mobility for those Copts who remained tied to their community and their religion, despite their close cultural ties with Muslim society and their long-established role in Egypt.

In contrast, the “Syrian” Christians traced their origins to the beginning of the eighteenth century in Damascus and Antioch, when they broke away from the Greek Orthodox Church to become “Uniate” with the Roman Catholic Church, becoming known as Melkites or “Greek Catholics.”58 The schism that led to the formation of the community of Melkite Catholics occurred around 1724–25, when the local communities of Damascus elected and appointed their own Arabic-speaking, Catholic prelates in competition with the official Greek appointees of the patriarchate in Istanbul. The millet system of the Ottoman Empire guaranteed a certain autonomy for religious minorities: a separatist challenge from within a millet was also a challenge to the traditional order.59 The Uniate Christians looked to Catholic Europe, particularly France, for support. But Thomas Philipp has argued persuasively that the Melkite schism was not the result of missionary influence or trading privileges from European powers, but rather of the movement toward regional autonomy, inflected strongly by Arabic language and culture. The Vatican permitted the Melkites to retain Arabic as a liturgical language almost two centuries before it allowed European Christians to receive sacraments in their own vernacular languages.60 Their liturgical use of the Arabic language promoted the establishment of the first Arabic printing press in the Ottoman Empire in 1706. Following Benedict Anderson, Masters sees in this a decisive element of the “print revolution” that made possible the “imagining” of a collective identity through “cultural Arabism.”61 Philipp suggests that although “it would, of course, be premature to speak here of a nascent Arab nationalism . . . certainly we can observe the growing strength of local groups, who, just because secular ideologies such as nationalism were still irrelevant, clothed their challenge to the central authorities in the traditional garb of dogmatic deviation.”62

A sense of cultural distinctiveness expressed through a confessional difference nurtured a strong and tightly knit Melkite community that was well placed to take advantage of the new commercial opportunities emerging through the burgeoning trade in commodities such as coffee and silk between Asia and Europe. At the same time, the decentralizing sympathies of the community brought them into close collaboration with many of the ambitious new political figures across a region that was experiencing a considerable flourishing of local powers, from the Shihabi emirs in Mount Lebanon to Zahir al-’Umar in northern Palestine. The Melkites rapidly expanded their networks across the region. Philipp explains that those who settled successfully in other cities would assist others to establish themselves: “Any Greek Catholic who had established a base for himself in a new place would inevitably draw other Greek Catholics after him and help to set them up.”63

This was notably the case in Egypt: during the years 1730 to 1780 Philipp estimates that about four thousand Syrian Christians migrated into Egypt.64 When the French arrived in 1798, they found the Melkites concentrated in the coastal cities, particularly Alexandria and Damietta, with well-established connections to Europe and European culture. They had almost entirely displaced the Jews as the privileged agents of the Mamluk rulers, in trading matters and sometimes in diplomacy between the various rulers they served. Philipp describes a meteoric Melkite rise to positions of wealth and power in Egypt. But the French occupation, rather than favoring the Melkites, in fact sent them into rapid decline. The British blockade interrupted trade almost completely, and the actions of General Menou increasingly stripped the Syrians of their lucrative role in the customs administration.

When Napoleon took his armies from Egypt into Palestine in 1799 in order to forestall an Ottoman advance through the Levant, the French came into contact with much larger populations of Palestinian Melkites. The rule of Zahir al-’Umar in the city of Acre had brought many Melkites to prominence, in particular the family of Ibrahim al-Sabbagh. But Zahir’s fall was followed by the reestablishment of Ottoman control under the Bosnian Mamluk Ahmad al-Jazzar, who eliminated all the Catholics from his administration, often by violent means, replacing them with Orthodox Christians and Jews.65 When Napoleon besieged the city of Acre many Christians from the surrounding region joined the French forces, probably hoping for a reinstatement of the highly favorable regime they had experienced under Zahir. French declarations also made much of “le patriotisme arabe”: Napoleon weighed heavily in his later account of his military campaigns on his support for the “Arab nation” against the “Turks.”66 Of course, such Arab nationalism had no base in Ottoman society: “Arab” descendance was a matter of genealogy, not politics, of family rather than nation. But it is nonetheless likely that more fertile soil for such national ideas could be found among the Christian Arabs in Palestine and Syria.

Several entire local communities of Christians joined the French army, particularly in the villages around Shfa ‘Amr in the Nablus mountains.67 When the siege was abandoned, these groups had little choice but to depart for Egypt with the French army. There is every reason to believe that they were fleeing the certain vengeance of al-Jazzar. The weakness of the Melkite communities in geographical Syria was due to their lack of strong links with Istanbul—unlike the Jews who retained significant influence and connections in the Ottoman capital.68 The Melkite community was thus more at the mercy of its immediate political alliances with local rulers: in this case, Napoleon.

But politics may not have been the sole motivation for this exodus. In his book on Acre, Philipp notes that French merchants in Acre consistently expressed their fears of competition from local Arab merchants, particularly the cotton merchants from Shfa ‘Amr, and blamed them for provoking difficulties with the administration that resulted in the exile of French traders from the city:
 

A local commercial class, beginning to compete with the French commercial establishment, may have hoped to liberate itself from the foreign merchants. The French merchants certainly took this possibility very seriously. They warned in 1786 that some “marchands Arabes d’Acre” may get ideas and try to establish their own commercial connections in Marseilles.69

Antun Qassis Fir’aun was a member of an influential Melkite family who became chief customs official, first in Damietta, the base of the Melkite presence in Egypt, and then in Cairo in 1775. In 1784 he left Egypt for the Tuscan city of Livorno, probably to avoid the increasing extortions of the warring beys in Egypt.70 A Melkite Arab community had begun to establish itself alongside the considerable Jewish and Greek communities in Italy, with expanding networks across the Mediterranean.

The key point here is that the Copts and the Melkites represented two significant and different forces of social change in eighteenth-century Egypt: social mobility and geographical mobility. But these two forces remained quite separate, and in many senses contradictory. For the Copts, mobility remained very much anchored in the political context of Egypt and Egyptian society, and their struggles were carried out against the vertical limitations placed upon their “corporation.” For the Syrian Christians, mobility was an expression of a new cultural identification and a commercial expansion spreading out across the Mediterranean. The nexus of these two forces would no doubt be a significant point of change. They met in the figure of the Coptic notable Ya’qub Hanna, when he broke with tradition to marry the daughter of Syrian Christians.

Ya’qub was a highly respected Copt in Egyptian society: like his father, he was given the title Mu’allim (learned), an honorific that indicates the high importance given to intellectual prowess within Muslim society. Born in 1745, Ya’qub occupied a high position in the town of Assiout before the French conquest. Assiout was a town in Middle Egypt with substantial Muslim and Coptic populations. Its agricultural economy was supplemented by the commission on the large trading caravans that brought goods and slaves twice a year from Darfur.71 Like Fadlallah/al-Muhdi, Ya’qub was promoted by the provincial governor Suleiman Bey, who encouraged him to learn to ride and wield a sword like a Mamluk. But unless he converted to Islam, he could not expect to rise any higher within the Egyptian elite or to take any active role in the military.

Ya’qub did not take the path of al-Muhdi in leaving his religion and his community. But in 1782, at the age of 37, after the death of his first wife, he married Maryam Ni’mat-Allah Babutshi, a Syrian Catholic. This caused as great, if not greater disturbance in the Coptic community than the conversion of al-Muhdi. The Coptic patriarch refused to bless the marriage, but Ya’qub persevered nonetheless. The Copts certainly feared and distrusted the sensational advance of the Syrian Catholics in Egypt. Through his marriage, Ya’qub allied the force of indigenous Coptic social status to the geographical mobility and commercial dynamism of the Syrian Catholics. His wife, Maryam, though a far less well-documented figure, was clearly a strong and independent woman, as later events would indicate.

For an influential notable like Ya’qub, the French occupation was both an opportunity and a danger. At the behest of Jirjis al-Jawhari, Ya’qub was appointed to accompany General Desaix’s advance into Upper Egypt, where for the first time he bore arms in battle, something expressly forbidden to religious minorities by Islamic law. Thus he was far from Cairo at the time of the first uprising in 1799. Ya’qub developed a warm friendship with Desaix during the campaign, but his experience of the French administration on returning to Cairo was profoundly ambivalent. General Kléber’s attempts to extort ever greater revenues from all the communities combined with the smoldering anger of the Muslim population to create an explosive situation. In March 1800, a handful of Ottoman troops slipped into Cairo, and their exhortations ignited a second uprising in the city.72

This time, the fury of the population turned quickly toward the local Christians, and the Coptic quarter was attacked by armed crowds. Many Coptic notables fled to the Ottoman camp after paying for safe conduct from the besieging forces. But rather than adopting this traditional posture of flight or passivity in the face of persecution, Ya’qub acted to defend the quarter, raising barricades and organizing the young men of the community on military lines during the twenty days of siege. The uprising was finally repressed with violence by the French troops. The result was a hardening of hostility and the elimination of the Copts’ role as intermediaries between the French and Egyptian Muslim society. This polarization was as dangerous for the Muslim ‘ulama, or religious notables, who were accused of “hypocrisy” by Kléber in having failed to condemn the uprising, as it was for the Christians, who were threatened by an upsurge of violence against them.73 Ya’qub was given the task of raising a fine of ten million francs from all classes of the population. To fortify the depleting French ranks, Ya’qub was also instructed to form a Légion Copte within the French forces. According to Jabarti, “A group of Copts was assembled, given French uniforms, and officers were appointed to instruct and train them in the art of warfare.”74 Jabarti expressed an unusually visceral distaste for their physical transformation under Ya’qub’s orders:
 

Ya’qub . . . assembled young Copts, made them shave their beards, and dressed them in garb like that of the French army but with a different headgear, a hat with a piece of the ugliest black sheepskin fur. Into the bargain they were ugly, swarthy and malodorous.75

The vision of the French artist Delpech, who recorded the uniforms of the Grande Armée, seems to have been little different (fig. 4). The Coptic auxiliary is depicted as swarthy and begrimed, seated on rocky ground with a bandaged hand and a sullen expression. His eyes seem to glower at a fixed point, and his body is tense and uncomfortable, as though he has been compelled into this situation against his will. In the distance, two French soldiers are barely visible, as though to mark the Coptic soldier’s distance from the action. The artist, who might be expected to celebrate this addition to the French forces, seems to caricature rather cruelly the participation of this unfortunate soldier.

The formation of the Légion Copte was not in itself an innovation: foreign auxiliaries were used by most eighteenth-century armies, and the French enrolled soldiers from other countries under occupation. A number of Muslim Mamluk soldiers and Greek sailors had joined the French early in the campaign, and a unit of around fifty-five Janissaires Syriens was recruited from among those who joined the French during the siege of Acre in 1799.76 Similarly, a Légion Grecque was created in September 1800. But the Coptic Legion was more significant: it numbered at least a thousand men, drawn from Upper Egypt, under the command of its own Coptic general. This considerable armed force represented a radical alteration to the traditional social balance in Egypt. Thus, when the French finally capitulated to the combined British and Ottoman forces, Ya’qub and his soldiers were faced with a sharp choice.77

Under Article XIII of the treaty signed by General Belliard with the British and Ottoman commanders on 27 June 1801, the security of those Egyptians who had cooperated with the French was explicitly guaranteed.78 Of course, such articles were not always respected, and a number of individuals were persecuted or killed.79 But there is no evidence at all of generalized retribution. Copts such as al-Jawhari, along with key Muslim officials such as al-Muhdi and Sheikh al-Bacri, were recruited by the new administration and continued to hold high office. However, the treaty contained a new article not included in the cease-fire document of 1800. It provided for any resident of Egypt who chose to leave his or her homeland to be allowed to do so, without prejudice to property or to family members remaining behind. Notices in Arabic and French signed by General Belliard informing the public of these two special provisions were posted in the streets of Cairo.80
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FIGURE 4. François Séraphin Delpech, Armée d’Orient: Légion Cophte 1799, lithograph. Author’s collection.

The second of these provisions seems to have been made at the behest of Ya’qub, now a general in the French army; it is an indication of the transformative effects of the uprising of March 1800. Ya’qub had made the decision to leave Egypt with the French. But he soon faced resistance from his own soldiers, who did not wish to leave their homes and families, as Jabarti recounted:
 

That same day, Ibrahim Bey sent a safe-conduct for Copt notables. They came out to greet (the Ottomans), and then returned to their homes. But Ya’qub with bag and baggage crossed to the island of al-Rawda. He also assembled the Copt soldiers but many of them fled and went into hiding. Their women and relatives gathered, and weeping and lamenting, went to the qa’im maqam [i.e., General Belliard], pleading that their men be permitted to remain with their families and children, that they were poor, mere craftsmen—carpenters, mason, jewellers, etc. He promised to instruct Ya’qub not to force unwilling Copts to join him on the voyage.81

Although Ya’qub had been able to assemble a force of Copts and dress them as a national army, it was impossible to convince the bulk of these soldiers to leave Egypt, where their ties to the land and culture were so strong. Even among those who did leave, many later changed their minds. Jabarti adds that even before the ships departed from Aboukir, “some of the Copt soldiers who had gone with the French lagged behind and returned to Cairo.”82 According to the correspondence of the Armée d’Orient, the first estimates of the population expected to leave for France were “1500 to 1800 Greeks, Copts or Egyptians.”83 But General Belliard’s final figures for the emigration were 438 Copts, 221 Greeks, and 93 Mamluks—altogether 752 men—and an uncounted number of women and children.84 A group numbering only 230 is recorded to have disembarked at the lazaret of Marseille in October of the same year, or 1 Vendémiaire, An IX.85 The others may have boarded other ships in smaller groups, turned back, or traveled by other routes—through Greece or Italy, for example.

The discovery by Shafiq Ghurbal in the 1920s of the correspondence of Ya’qub with the British and French foreign ministries revealed for the first time the political project that lay behind Ya’qub’s decision to leave Egypt for France.86 With the assistance of Theodore Lascaris de Vintimille, a Piedmontese Italian and a former Knight of Malta who had joined the French and taken a role in the land administration, Ya’qub had drawn up a detailed plan for reinvading Egypt.87 He was reported to have rejected overtures by the Ottoman governor of Egypt, who sought to retain him in the new administration, making him “the most brilliant offers,” according to a French officer who was present at the meeting.88 The rupture, it seems, was simply too great.

Ya’qub’s project involved what George Haddad calls a “chimerical” plan to enlist the support of the Mamluk Mourad Bey and the Arab tribes of the desert to defend Upper Egypt against the Ottoman forces while a force led by Ya’qub, and backed by European naval strength, attacked from the coast.89 General Menou rejected the plan out of hand, citing his “lack of confidence” in Ya’qub as the motive. We have seen evidence of Menou’s prejudicial assessment of the Christians, but it is likely also that he understood that French colonial interests were not the overriding priorities for these Egyptians. Nonetheless, Menou’s dream of holding onto a French colony in Egypt could still encourage a willingness to carry a large number of Egyptians on the crowded ships bringing their soldiers back to France.

Of the letters discovered by Ghurbal, one was a letter from Lascaris to the captain of the Pallas, the British ship on which Ya’qub and his followers embarked, enclosing the notes of the “principal articles of our political meetings on board his ship”; these notes set out the basis for requesting Great Britain to agree should the Legation succeed in convincing France to support an independent Egypt. To the ship’s captain, Ya’qub had made it clear that his alliance with the French stemmed from his commitment to his own political purposes. Captain Edmonds wrote to the Admiralty:
 

The Pallas under my Command received on board in Egypt a Copte—a man of excellent character and great weight as one of the Chiefs of that Sect in Egypt—he was made General of brigade in the French service to secure his assistance to them, some little attention of mine to this unfortunate exile induced him in conversation to speak of his Country—he declared (in his mind) any Government was preferable to that of the Turkish, that he had joined the French from a patriotic wish of ameliorating the hardships of his countrymen, the French had deceived them and at that time the Egyptians despised the French as they did before the Turks.90

Ya’qub and his followers, who styled themselves the “Egyptian Legation,” insisted that an independent Egyptian nation would benefit the European powers by preventing the unceasing competition for such a prized military and commercial interest. In the same document, they quoted the words of the Mamluk Murad Bey: “Because everyone wants to possess it, [Egypt] will be the object of their eternal discord.”91 Although they appealed to a common European ideological opposition to “Turkish despotism,” their references were resolutely indigenous. They continued with a call for a government that would be “just, severe, and national”92—quoting not France or Britain, but the reign of Sheikh Humam, a famous Arab leader of Upper Egypt who had struggled against the Mamluks during the eighteenth century. Michael Winter has identified the rule of Humam as “the zenith of Arab power” in Egypt.93 Building on this indigenous vision, they emphasized in particular that the national government would not be simply a sectarian one:
 

We should not forget to say here that Egypt, divided as it is into several sects, disposes of simple ways to oppose them to one another in order to balance them, and that the Egyptian Legation keeps in touch with them all without partiality, through ramifications that are so extensive that they are and will be completely unknown to the Turkish government in Egypt, which is a necessary precaution towards the permanently suspicious despotism which would not hesitate to sacrifice even the last of the independent brothers if it could identify them. Those who came with the army defy its rage, but such is not the same with our brothers in Egypt; they are under the sword and the stick; they have to dissimulate and appear as the most zealous slaves of the Sublime Porte.94

Ya’qub’s letter was submitted to Lord Keith, commander in chief of the British navy, by way of the ship’s captain, Joseph Edmonds. A similar submission was dispatched to Talleyrand, the minister of foreign relations under the Consulate. The Legation was seeking support from both France and Britain, with a sophisticated awareness of the relations between the two powers, and the differences in their political repertoire. To the British, they emphasized the notions of utility and pragmatism in trade and administration, insisting that “it will not be in this case a revolution made by the spirit of enlightenment or by the fermentation of opposing political principles, but a change occasioned by absolute necessity in a community of peaceful and ignorant men.”95 This practical, utilitarian language stood in stark contrast to the florid rhetoric of their petition to the French:
 

In the past ages of the world, in those uncertain and distant epochs when France, hardly emerging from the hands of nature, presented perhaps nothing but ice and forests, Egypt, already flourishing and civilized gave lessons to the first Greek legislators. But such is the natural cycle of events that those same Egyptians, who were so enlightened, are coming to France under your immortal consulate to be informed about the customs of a people they love, and to know by what unknown device one could consolidate the military triumphs of a newly born Republic through new political triumphs.96

The Legation was playing a skillful game to gain their independence, employing the appropriate rhetoric to win the support of both major European powers. It is clear from the first that the Egyptians did not consider their own interests as identical with those of the French. Despite an obvious recognition of the political realities of their situation, the Egyptians clearly opposed the imperial projects of both sides, except insofar as such projects might shelter their own movement toward independence.

The sophistication of the political vocabulary in these letters has led a number of historians to question who really wrote them. Henry Laurens insists that they could have been written only by Lascaris:
 

The range of themes discussed show that they were written by the former Knight of Malta. Their vocabulary is that of the political economy of the end of the eighteenth century, the concept of civilization [that] was the ideological justification of Bonaparte’s action in Egypt. It is very difficult to know what Ya’qub really thought. The important thing is that for the first time here one can attribute an Occidental political vocabulary to an Oriental. It will take two decades before Muhammad Ali uses in turn the concept of civilization.97

I believe Laurens is wrong to attribute this discourse so readily to the only “European” among Ya’qub’s Legation. A clear distinction can be observed between Lascaris’s correspondence and the ideas of Ya’qub: the Knight of Malta consistently drew not on the concept of civilization, but on that of colonization.98 He reminded Menou—a fervent partisan of l’Égypte française—of the benefits that would accrue to France in retaining a foothold in Egypt. Nowhere did such an idea appear in the letters of the Egyptian Legation; at no point did they raise the idea of retaining or restoring Egypt as a French colony. Instead, they drew upon the Enlightenment model of civilization in order to remind the French of what they owed to Egypt in a cultural and historical sense.99 Above all, their project was framed in terms that invoked the libertarian-revolutionary conception of the nation.

In assuming that the vocabulary of these documents must be “Occidental,” Laurens perpetuates the assumption that the ideas that characterize modernity were born in the West and were transferred outward through European expansion, an assumption that has been challenged by Dipesh Chakrabarty among others.100 Some postcolonial critics have also interpreted the occupation in similar ways, suggesting that the indigenous adoption of a modernizing vocabulary must be interpreted as either “mimicry” or, as Laurens implies, ventriloquism. It is precisely this assumption that a better understanding of Ya’qub and the emigration allows us to challenge. The documents of the “Egyptian Legation” were signed, not by Lascaris, but by Nemir Effendi. We must take seriously the possibility that the ostensibly subaltern voices of the occupied—albeit drawn from among the wealthiest and best-educated Cairene elite—could speak articulately of their own national aspirations. If they drew upon the ideas of “civilization” in their correspondence with the French, and on commercial pragmatism in their dealings with the British, these responses should be recognized as tactical rhetorical moves rather than mimicry or wholesale adoption of “Occidental” models.

Ya’qub was a powerful political figure who had developed his own idea of national unity and the struggle for independence, in a dialogue with the French model, but drawn equally from the experience of local semiautonomous leaders such as Sheikh Humam, during the period of relaxation of Ottoman control over Egypt. He drew together the vital forces of social and geographical mobility that characterized this period of change across the Ottoman world, and provided a central focal point for the aspirations of Syrian Catholics, Egyptian Copts, and those elements of the Muslim elite who sought independence from Ottoman imperial control.

But only a few days into the crossing, Ya’qub became ill and died. What did this tragic event mean for the hundreds of Egyptians and Syrians on board the Pallas en route for Marseille? The chief unifying factor of the emigration was suddenly removed, and those who were left behind might well be expected to disintegrate into their quite disparate group identities: sectarian, regional, economic, linguistic, ethnic. Nemir, in his description, reminds us of just how various these identities were: Turk, Copt, Circassian, Italian, Greek. The emigration had lost its most effective claim to French support as a national movement in exile. Nemir chose to present the moment of Ya’qub’s death in his letter, but his manner of presenting that moment sought to turn loss into plenitude. Christopher Prendergast, in his discussion of Napoleonic history painting, emphasizes the importance of the choice of narrative moment in the construction of the “great man” as part of a patriotic narrative of the nation.101 In his tableau, Nemir did not seek simply to report a singular event, but to convey its meaning, its “before” and “after,” in a single frame. He projected a common “patriotic” feeling that could unify not only the disparate populations of the emigration, but even the natural world of the sea, the thunder and the lightning. These elements were intended to accentuate the “historical” nature of the moment, with its intense convergence of feeling, like a moment of sacrifice that gives birth to a national unity. He seemed to address his words to some future moment in which this loss would find its fulfillment in the completion of a national project, a project whose ultimate collapse we must explore in the next chapter.

This moment of ostensible emotional unity, if such indeed took place on board the Pallas, would prove ephemeral, if not altogether false. The boat was sailing away from the land where the national ambitions of its passengers were anchored, taking them into an uncertain exile. The figure of the dying Ya’qub, at the center of Nemir’s tableau, had little to offer in the way of positive political meaning: his words did not set out any future trajectory beyond the immediate arrangements for his burial, and even these small hopes would be disappointed. The only other individual figure who appears in this tableau of types is Ya’qub’s daughter, a child who was still “too young to feel all the significance of her loss.” If her innocent confusion about this event provides a dissonant element in the scene, it is one that characterizes more accurately its underlying meaning. In a patriarchal society, the presence of an only daughter also signified the absence of male heirs to carry on Ya’qub’s dynastic heritage. In reality, then, Ya’qub’s death was an absolutely unforeseen disaster that left the emigration confused and vulnerable. When these people emerged from the quarantine in Marseille a few weeks later, they would confront a postrevolutionary France on the brink of an equally surprising lurch toward authoritarianism and empire.
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Ports of Call

On their release from quarantine in Marseille, the first act of the Egyptian exiles was to organize the funeral of their leader, General Ya’qub, which attracted a crowd of onlookers as they carried his body to its sepulchre. The body had not been buried at sea: his widow had insisted on its preservation during the journey in a barrel of rum. The burial of Ya’qub was an important ritual for the heterogeneous population now arrived in France: their unifying figure was now gone, and something new would have to bring together the various and contradictory currents of the emigration. According to a French observer, “The Coptic Legion accompanied the convoy, along with detachments from every corps, officers of all kinds, and the military and civilian authorities. They were followed by the aga of Janissaries from Cairo, the brother of General Jacob [Ya’qub], his nephew, and his slaves.”1

The leadership that remained was composed of vastly different individuals. There were those who had exercised—and on occasions abused—the authority given to them under the French administration, including Muslims such as Abd el-Al, the aga of Janissaries, and Orthodox Greeks, like Bartolemeo Serra, the former police chief. According to Georges Spillmann, Serra’s wife had also played an active role, “skillfully wielding a sabre” during the uprising in Cairo.2 Ya’qub’s brother, Henin (Hunain) Hanna, was expected to lead the Copts, who had been reduced to a relative minority due to the return of large numbers to Egypt; and his nephew, Gabriel Sidarious, was appointed to command the remainder of the Légion Copte.3 Ya’qub’s widow, Maryam Ni’mat Allah, remained the wealthiest and most important figure among the large group of Melkite Catholics. This group also included a number of important traders and customs officials from Egypt, in addition to a more substantial and poorer population from the villages of Palestine. Among the rest were various former Mamluk soldiers who had joined the French army, along with slaves and servants, sailors, priests, and many others.

The conditions that these emigrants confronted on their emergence from quarantine were radically different from those they had anticipated when they set out from Egypt. France was no longer a republic living out, however peripatetically, the legacy of the Revolution. Since the coup of 18 Brumaire 1799, a three-member Consulate had been installed, and only the fiction of a rotating presidency masked the growing power of Napoleon Bonaparte. The loss of Ya’qub left the emigration deprived of its leader, whose unimpeachable dignity as a general in the French army might alone have helped them to negotiate this new post-Brumaire reality. Within a year, Napoleon would declare himself First Consul for life, the first step to his coronation as emperor. But that year would bring even greater changes to the fabric of republican isonomy that the radical phase of the Revolution had installed. The reestablishment of slavery, the amnesty and return of émigrés, and the Concordat with the Vatican to place the Catholic church back at the center of French life all served to mark a fundamental rupture with the ideals of liberty and equality that had limped on, however miserably, under the Directory. The Peace of Amiens, concluded between France, Britain, and the Ottoman Empire in March 1802, would make no reference at all to the project of Egyptian independence so fundamental to the departure of these emigrants from Egypt. But if the political ambitions of the Legation were left in disarray, the status of the hundreds of emigrants arriving in Marseille was an even more profoundly troubling question. What provisions could be made for these people, from wildly diverse origins, hardly speaking French, and with no immediate means of subsistence, in a city itself wracked by the conflicts and contradictions of the Revolution and its aftermath? It hardly seemed possible to constitute even the most fictive identity for this fragmented population, let alone to find a meaning and a foundation even for their temporary settlement in France. And yet, over the course of a decade, through struggles waged both among themselves and with the structures of the state and the wider society around them, the emergence of an incipient mode of community can nonetheless be recognized. This chapter will trace that rather surprising trajectory and the dynamics, both internal and external, in the first decade of the nineteenth century that laid the conditions for what I have called an Arab France.

At first, the surviving members of the Legation thought they could take Ya’qub’s place, at least in presenting the political aspirations of the emigration. They wrote to Talleyrand, the minister of the interior, to insist on this point:
 

The Egyptian legation, which is the representation of the Egyptians to the French government, concentrates in itself alone the public spirit, the aspirations, the policy, the influence, and the means of its numerous participants, who are united under the same goals. . . . The Legation makes so bold as to inform you, Citizen Minister, that you will find in it the convenient means of repairing the important losses which your government has suffered in the East, and that if you would invite it to Paris before the preliminaries of peace with England have been agreed upon, France would always preserve her political influence in the East.4

The Legation thus expected to be invited to Paris and to be given a voice in the peace conference. It was still possible to imagine that the motley population that had disembarked from the British ships might be the basis for a future Egyptian army of independence. They asked to appear in their customary dress, explaining that “our Muslims” considered such dress a religious obligation. It is notable that this request is the only direct reference to the Muslims of the emigration in all of the correspondence of the Legation. We may find hints of this presence in the various propositions of the Legation, but these remained coded rather than overt. As we have seen, dress had played a very prominent role in Bonaparte’s “Islamic policy” in Egypt: here, however, this concern was already in transformation into an appeal to the European fascination with the exotic, an interest the Legation hoped to co-opt to its own ends. In their letter to Napoleon, the Egyptian representatives spoke of “an Oriental spectacle” that would remind the French of their conquest, and substitute a new independent Egypt for the loss of a French territory.5 But this was a fatal misreading of the new political context of 1801. Toward the end of their quarantine, the members of the Legation wrote again to the First Consul with a proposition for the “absolute or modified independence” of Egypt, under an Ottoman suzerainty that would recognize Egyptian autonomy and eliminate the power of the Mamluk class, anticipating the arrangements that would be implemented in Egypt with the rise of Muhammad ‘Ali a few years later.

None of the organs of the French state responded to the numerous requests of the Legation, effectively failing to recognize it as representative of any “national” entity whatsoever. Nemir received a brief reply from General Berthier, who informed him simply that “measures had been taken to provide for those of your compatriots who have arrived in France.”6 Nemir wrote to the general requesting that they be allowed at least a symbolic presence in Paris. Berthier explained to the Ministry of War : “They ask for nothing. . . . They could look after themselves, but they seem to want the government to show them some mark of deference in order that they might retain something of the esteem they held in Egypt. This might be useful to us should we ever be in a position to return and make use of them.”7

In the absence of any Egyptian representation, the Peace of Amiens signed in 1802 left Egypt unstable: an Albanian Janissary would eventually prove the “strong arm” that would remove Egypt from superpower contention for several decades. The disorientation of the Egyptians arriving in France must have been profound. At the time of the French arrival in Egypt in 1798, less than a decade after the beginning of the Revolution, the ideal of independent “sister republics” under French tutelage had remained the model for France’s relationship with other peoples, offering refuge to “defenders of liberty” from across Europe.8 But that situation changed irrevocably with the coup d’état of Brumaire in 1799. The idea of a Grande Nation of universal liberty had been replaced with an expansionist militarism that would soon take on an imperial cast.9

Napoleon’s ambitions for aggressive expansion in Europe made the reforging of ties with the Ottoman Porte an immediate priority for the First Consul.10 The overt presence of a group of Egyptians in the capital could provoke unwelcome publicity and irritate the Porte at an untimely moment. But, as Berthier recognized, a future reconquest of Egypt was certainly not out of the question, so the Egyptian exiles could potentially be of value, so long as they stayed out of sight in Marseille. They would be furnished quite generously with the means of survival, according to their services. But the term “Legation” would never again be mentioned; any question of political independence was definitively at an end. Lascaris alone was summoned to Paris, where he initially sought to promote Ya’qub’s plan. But he soon recognized that the project was unwelcome and moved on.11 The other members of the Egyptian Legation were consistently refused permission to travel to Paris for the next decade.12

It was not only these immediate political considerations that had changed, but the very nature of what it meant to be a citizen in France. Nemir’s letters addressed the ministers as “Citizen”—the term conventionally decreed by republican isonomy, which placed all individuals in equality before the law. The letters invoked “despotism” as an evil characterizing both Louis XIV’s regime and that of the Ottomans from whom they hoped to achieve a “liberation.” But the foundations of that democratic isonomy were already shifting: only months earlier, Napoleon had concluded the Concordat with Pope Pius VII, reconciling church and state, thus closing the parenthesis of the Revolution, which had radically rejected the role of organized religion in structuring the social world. Napoleon would henceforth use religion strategically as a tool to organize and administer a subject population, creating Protestant and Jewish consistories to ensure the loyalty of minorities to the state. Even more radically, a decree of 1802 reestablished slavery in the colonies returned to France by the British—perhaps the greatest symbolic rupture with the principles of the Revolution.13 In the war to impose slavery on the island of Saint Domingue, a population of slaves and free people of color would win by force of arms the independence that the Egyptians had failed to achieve through negotiation. Those events, and the racialized violence that accompanied them, would cast a long shadow over the lives and destinies of the “Egyptian refugees” in France.

Thus the burial of Ya’qub in Marseille was effectively the burial of the political identity of the Egyptian Legation. The first difficulties arose in articulating the relationship between these people and the central state. In his important study of citizenship in revolutionary France, Michael Rapport cites a letter from the same Georges Aïdé whom we encountered in the introduction to this book, addressed to Napoleon Bonaparte in person soon after Aïdé’s arrival in Marseille in 1801. Rapport was surprised to note the apparent political astuteness of this “Egyptian” in addressing his letter directly to the First Consul, given the highly centralized and personalized nature of the newly installed Napoleonic administration. Even more surprising was a scribbled note in the margin of the document, where the First Consul himself had written: “As this individual has rendered great services to me, the Minister of the Interior will let me know what I might do for him, when he presents his report on the Copts and other individuals who have arrived from Egypt.”14 For Rapport, this response was paradigmatic of a shift in the nature of citizenship in Napoleonic France, as the right of citizenship ceased to be primarily determined by ideological proximity to revolutionary and republican principles and became a function of usefulness to a state increasingly personified in the figure of Bonaparte himself.

Understandably, in the absence of other information, Rapport attributed Aïdé’s action to political naïveté or unawareness of the customary channels of approach to power in France.15 But if these “refugees,” as they would henceforth be designated, had to make some hasty recalibrations in the political values they invoked, they could benefit from a far closer experience of the First Consul’s own modus operandi. In Egypt they had learned the lessons of Napoleon’s identification of service to himself as service to the state, and his willingness to use rewards and gratifications to build the institutions of privilege and interest that would sustain his rule.

In the postrevolutionary period of shifting borders and political systems, of competing universalist, imperialist, and nationalist conceptions of citizenship, the concept of “refugee” was equally a shifting one, with a multiplicity of meanings.16 Where the Revolution had given rise to waves of political “refugees”—whether émigré aristocrats leaving France for London, Koblenz, or New Orleans, foreign patriotes flocking to France after 1789, or colons from Saint Domingue fleeing the slave revolution in 1791—the changes in the political direction of the Revolution under the Directory, and under the leadership of Napoleon Bonaparte, transformed the nature of these movements.17 Just as the Bonapartist state synthesized elements of absolutism with those of the political order of the Revolution in its refiguration of citizenship, so too the expansionist conception of the Grande Nation altered the nature of political asylum, basing it on criteria of “usefulness” and proximity to the central power, rather than on any universal category of rights.

Many Italian refugees had arrived in France in successive regional groups—Cisalpins, Piedmontese, Neapolitans, Romans—after the counterrevolutions of 1799. At first they were accorded a warm welcome by the state and provided with a central sum administered by a specially appointed commission.18 However, this welcome turned rapidly to hostility: the presence of Italians connected through Buonarotti to Babeuf and his “Conspiracy of Equals” led the Directory to suspect all Italians as radicals or anarchists.19 Fragmented by regional differences, divided between partisans of unification and those seeking French tutelage, most Italians ultimately returned to their homeland.20

The fate of Spanish exiles under the Empire was more varied: as Jean-René Aymes has shown, the occupation of Spain produced a mixed group of several thousand deportees, auxiliary troops, prisoners of war, priests, hostages, and ralliés. Some of these categories were granted temporary financial assistance, but no overall system was put in place. The destinies of these expatriates was altogether more complex, and largely based on individual background, the experience of exile, and the shifting political climate in Spain.21 Some individuals who had married in France, and others who mistrusted the consequences of return, chose to remain in exile, but the vast majority returned to Spain as rapidly as they could.

The term “refugee,” so often used to describe these populations, hardly begins to map the complexity of political affiliation and fear of persecution, of direct relationship with the state and collective consciousness. The Italians, united by political proximity to the Revolution, found themselves divided by the realpolitik of the Directory and Consulate. The Spaniards, lacking any real unity of political allegiance either for or against the French regime, tended to disperse in the Franco-Spanish borderlands. The “Egyptians,” however, were a different case. Their choice to embark for France was not a decision that could quickly be reversed. While Marseille was certainly a hub of the Levant trade, with a few Arabic-speakers already residing among its population,22 and many other families who had long divided their life across the Mediterranean, this was not a boundary zone like that described by Peter Sahlins.23 There were few possibilities for a large group marked by differences of dress, color, language, and culture to blend into their surroundings.

The differences between the new arrivals and the other inhabitants of Marseille were so marked as to give the former a single identity in the eyes of local authorities. During the early period, it was common to utilize the term réfugiés d’Égypte, which implied only the act of fleeing Egypt, without conferring any particular identification; insensibly, however, this soon devolved into réfugiés égyptiens, in line with other usages, such as those pertaining to Italians and Spaniards, implicitly assuming a common ethnocultural identity rather than a geographical origin. These “refugees” were allocated pensions, not in a single, centrally administered sum like the Italians, but rather in a sliding scale of four classes, allocated individually and administered through a pay office in Marseille. The pensions were not allocated according to need, but rather according to the services of the individual to the French army, and their estimated losses occasioned by their support for the French. In this sense, we should not imagine the administrative category of “refugee” as approximating the humanitarian conceptions of today, but rather as a more general classification for displaced persons within the state who had some political claim other than that of citizen.

However, the manner in which these “refugees” were administered by the state does not tell us how they imagined themselves. Georges Aïdé is a perfect example: he was not in fact either “Egyptian” or a “refugee”: his family came from Aleppo in Syria, and he himself was born in Beirut.24 As the former chief of customs in Damietta, he certainly brought some wealth with him, and he later emphasized that he remained in France by choice. Other “refugees” also had considerable resources, although the richest of them, such as Ya’qub’s widow, were not enrolled on the refugee lists. Aïdé was trading between Marseille and Paris and had considerable trade connections throughout the Mediterranean. When he wrote to Napoleon he certainly presented himself as completely penniless, and he received a substantial pension in compensation. It is very likely that he had lost a great deal through the British embargo and his decision to leave Egypt. He felt that he deserved recompense—not charity—from the French state. And the First Consul, it seems, agreed.

Moreover, after Ya’qub’s death, Aïdé was one of the three most prominent figures in the Egyptian Legation, alongside Ya’qub’s brother, Henin Hanna, and ‘Abd el-Al, the former aga, or chief, of the Janissary police in Cairo. The three notables came from quite disparate religious and regional backgrounds. Aïdé was a Melkite Catholic from Syria, Henin was a Copt from Upper Egypt, and ‘Abd el-Al was a Muslim from Cairo. Still, in the provisional space of the lazaret, the triangulated Legation seemed to remain relatively unified despite the loss of their leader. Their wakil (agent), Nemir Effendi, penned the Legation’s eloquent petitions to the various organs of the French state and continued to sound the tone of an “Egyptian” identification in an active, national sense. This is clear in the petitions written to the First Consul, the minister of foreign affairs (Talleyrand), and the minister of war, which were published by Auriant and George Haddad.25 But a further letter from the Legation, signed by Nemir Effendi and addressed to the minister of the interior, has remained unexamined among the papers of the Commission d’Égypte at the Archives Nationales in Paris.26 This petition is particularly useful in tracing the transformation of the idea of national emigration into an acceptance of permanent refuge in France.

In this letter, the Legation proposed a series of measures that the French administration should apply in order to deal with this sudden influx of refugees from Egypt. Nemir helpfully provided the text for a ready-made decree he hoped might be promulgated by the Consulate:
 

In one of the largest national edifices of the city of Marseille or its environs, by choice of the Egyptian Legation (the Convent of the Capucins has been mentioned as appropriate to our object), will be established an Oriental Harem-Hospice to lodge and educate the refugees from Egypt, men and women arriving along with the Army of the Orient. The printing press and the national library of Egypt will be assigned to this establishment; the individuals who shelter there will be allocated military rations and allowance like soldiers. This Oriental Harem-Hospice will be directed and administered by Mallam Henen, brother of General Yacoub, commandant of the Egyptian auxiliaries, who died during the voyage. . . . The Egyptian Legation is charged with the presentation of a project of regulation for the interior of this establishment, useful to the meridional departments of the Republic.27

The members of the Legation were sufficiently aware of the consequences of the Revolution to suggest shrewdly the use of biens nationaux seized from the church. The “Harem-Hospice” they proposed was clearly intended to function as a temporary substitute for the project of Egyptian independence. It would be a kind of “nation in embryo” in the Midi of France, which could serve as the basis for a cultural nationalism now that the prospect of armed struggle for independence seemed more and more remote. In proposing the creation of an independent and self-governed community, the Egyptian Legation clearly sought to accrue to it many of the classic accessories of national identity, in particular those connected with language—such as the printing press used during the French occupation in Egypt (and the first to produce a newspaper in Arabic) and the “national library” drawn from the Institut d’Égypte.

But the inherent contradictions within this national idea were evident even in this fanciful proposition. At no point did this letter use the word “Egyptian” to describe the emigration as a whole. Even the “Harem-Hospice” was identified as “Oriental” rather than “Egyptian.” If the Legation still subscribed to a national project in a political sense, the regional, sectarian, and ethnic diversity of the emigrants made it virtually impossible to use the name “Egyptian” to describe their commonality. Thus it seemed that the Legation’s project to resuscitate an Egyptian national identity as a focal point for the emigration was doomed from the very beginning, both from within and from without.

However, we may read in this project a discreet allusion to the Muslims of the emigration who no longer appeared overtly in descriptions of the population to be settled in France. The “Islamic policy” that Bonaparte had employed in Egypt was definitively at an end, replaced with a new Ottoman policy bearing all the hallmarks of the old Franco-Ottoman alliance pursued under the ancien régime. That politics had been based on reciprocal treaties assuring French subjects of full rights of residence and religious freedom in the Ottoman domains: conversely, the subjects of the sultan were assured of these rights in France. One of the provisions of the older treaties had been the allocation of a space to be used as a mosque and cemetery in Marseille. As Regis Bertrand has noted, in 1770 a group of Muslim merchants from North Africa wrote to the Chamber of Commerce in Marseille to request the placement of a plaque written in Arabic on the door of the compound designated for their use. They declared that “they would be very satisfied to be able to announce to their masters . . . that the Muslims have a hospice here as the Christians do in their own [the Muslims’] lands.”28 Thus, we may read in the choice of “hospice” as a term for the institutional provisions to be made for the emigration some echo of this earlier structure of reciprocal privileges pertaining specifically to Muslims.

But this reciprocality could not serve them now either as a privilege or as a right. The Egyptian and Syrian Muslims could no longer count themselves the subjects of a foreign sovereign power—however ambivalently, they were now subjects of France on French soil. At the same time, these privileges were caught up in the tangle of postrevolutionary politics, between republican versions of isonomy and the restoration of corporate structures and privileges. The application of the Concordat in Provence was particularly fraught with struggles, and on occasion these struggles drew in the Jews and Muslims of Marseille. Permission to celebrate Catholic ceremonies in public spaces had been granted by the new law, except in places with substantial non-Catholic populations. But the newly reestablished archbishop, Monseigneur de Cicé, pushed rapidly to extend these prerogatives into all parts of his archdiocese, and Marseille in particular, claiming that the town’s Protestants had spontaneously supported his request. The prefect of the Bouches-du-Rhône, Charles Delacroix, requested a report from the commissioner of police in Marseille, who responded that in his opinion such a move would be dangerous: although the Catholic religion was now “tolerant in principle,” long-established custom demanded exterior signs of respect. “The Turk, the Arab, the African, and the Jew,” the commissioner wrote, “not presenting such homage and respect . . . might well cause a great deal of trouble in the present circumstances.”29 In his report to Jean-Étienne-Marie Portalis, the minister in charge of religious affairs, Delacroix insisted that the archbishop’s claim of Protestant support was largely fabricated. In any case, he argued, Protestants were not the only non-Catholics living in Marseille: the town had a substantial Jewish community and synagogue. Furthermore, Delacroix added, “in Marseille, before the war, there was a mosque that the prosperity of our trade with the Levant may permit to be reestablished.”30 Here then, the presence of Jews and Muslims could still be seen to counterbalance the claims of Catholics, even of Christians in general, within a republican structure of equal rights. Within a few months, however, and with the personal prodding of Bonaparte, Portalis gave way in almost everything the archbishop demanded: Catholic religious processions, obligatory rest on Sunday, and the sound of church bells announced the church’s triumphant return to the public space, protected by the government’s indulgence. Delacroix was transferred to the Gironde, his term as prefect in Aix cut short under pressure from the archbishop and his supporters.

Beyond these few, scattered hints, however, we simply do not know what arrangements were made for Muslim religious practice in Marseille. It is clear from the bulletins of the secret police that there were also a number of North African Muslims in Marseille, although it has not yet been possible to locate any substantial documentation about their residence in France—nor are they mentioned in the correspondence of the “Egyptians.” A secret police report of 1807 mentioned a fight in Marseille “between Africans, Tunisians and Moroccans, provoked by Mohamet Berberi, Algerian.”31 After the assassination of the dey of Algiers in 1808, it was observed by the secret police that “the Algerians of Marseille are celebrating.”32 We may suspect, therefore, that the Muslim elements of the population might have formed connections with these North Africans. It appears, however, that the Algerians were considered by the regime as tolerated aliens, standing hostage to the treatment of the French citizens in Algiers, and not as residents of any permanent status. The “Egyptians,” as partisans of the French, could certainly not be considered in this light, so some other administrative structure altogether had to be found to accommodate them.

The French classification of the new arrivals in Marseille as “Egyptian refugees” provided them with an administrative Egyptian identity yet simultaneously rejected any Egyptian national or political claim on their part. Like other populations fleeing the consequences of collaboration, they were to be compensated and sustained on French soil on a temporary basis. Although they might still be useful in some future project in Egypt, they were to be maintained at a distance from the capital in order to ensure that their presence did not give rise to unfortunate political consequences in future relations with the Ottoman Empire. The most immediate consequence of this policy was the disintegration of the emigration into contradictory and conflictual groups. Some former members of the Egyptian Legation followed their own individual trajectories toward personal advancement. Lascaris and Colonel Papas Oglou, the head of the Greek Legion, made their way to Paris, on the condition of renouncing any larger political claim to represent the Egyptian project.33 For those who remained in Marseille, sectarian and class differences began to reemerge. These differences first surfaced in the conflict over the legacy of General Ya’qub.

The Egyptian historian Jabarti reported that the news of the death of Ya’qub reached Cairo in 1803, and he gave an account of the problems that ensued. The general had brought with him to France a considerable fortune, and on his death his widow claimed her rights under French inheritance law. But Ya’qub’s brother, Henin Hanna, denied the legitimacy of her marriage, since it had not been carried out under the auspices of the Coptic church to which Ya’qub belonged.34 The French authorities wrote to the Copts of Cairo, who supported Henin’s claim. Jabarti assumed that this settled the matter. But this religious argument could not hold under French law. It seems clear that Ya’qub’s widow received the inheritance, since in 1805 she purchased for 26,500 francs a property of five hectares in the Madrague, slightly north of the old port.35 This struggle between the two most important figures of Ya’qub’s legacy, underpinned as it was by older sectarian conflicts between Christian communities, indicates how deep the divisions within the emigration remained.

In a letter to the Ministry of War, Nemir described the divisions in the emigration not in terms of religion or ethnicity, but according to socioeconomic differences. Nemir outlined three distinct components of the population based on their social position: affluent merchants, the destitute poor, and soldiers. The first sector in Nemir’s classification comprised “the families of merchants,” whom he described as “affluent people, who ask for an asylum in France only in order to conduct their business in peace.”36 Some of these people, like Georges Aïdé, received substantial pensions from the government. The presence of these affluent families in Marseille attracted other relations and friends to join them—the Homsy family is one example, arriving in Marseille much later, marrying into the family of General Ya’qub, and eventually inheriting the properties of Ya’qub’s widow, which were later named Les Mamelucks and La Jacobe in memory of the “first generation” of the Arab emigration.37

The second sector of the population, described by Nemir as the infortunés, or impoverished, were totally dependent upon the government for the provision of means of survival. Divided into four classes, not according to need, but rather according to their grades of “service” to the French, they seem to have formed their own, relatively tightly knit community on what were then the edges of the town. More than sixty years later, the writer Léon Gozlan, a child of Algerian Jews who had grown up among the “Egyptian refugees,” described them in an article for the Revue contemporaine:
 

Not wanting to separate, because to separate is to be destroyed, and they wanted to remain Egyptians of Alexandria, Egyptians of Cairo, Syrians of Jaffa and Aleppo, they searched for, and found, in this admirable city of Marseille, a spot predestined for them. It was a stretch of plain, half green, half browned, which recalled for them at once the banks of the Nile and the sands of Giza. There they constructed small white houses on the left and right, reaching two stories at most, as many of the houses had no upper story at all. The habitations opened on one side to the street—a charming promenade called the Cours Gouffé—and on the other to their gardens, where they soon planted the vegetables of their country: beans, onions of Tanis as big as melons, zucchinis, watermelons, corn, and above all okra (gombo).38

Gozlan’s portrait may be idealized by time and memory and by the profoundly different conditions in which he was writing. But the general impression at least is confirmed by an earlier and far more hostile writer, Laurent Lautard, who described these inhabitants of the town as “refugees from Egypt who vegetated in hovels abutting the Place Castellane.”39

It is clear that a considerable group was quite densely concentrated in a small area. However, from his researches in the état civil and cadastral registers of Marseille, the archivist Georges Reynaud concluded that this group in fact represented only 25 percent— “the most impoverished fraction”—of the population.40 But it seems certain that this concentration tended to encourage the maintenance of many cultural practices, including diet and clothing. Gozlan describes “their Egyptian merchants, their Egyptian tailors . . . [who] would wind their wide turbans of airy muslin or make their long dalmatic coats out of dark fabrics, to their wishes.”41 Such practices maintained a degree of cultural continuity, adding to the group’s visibility as an unassimilated “foreign” population. In fact, according to their own correspondence, they cultivated molokhiyya, a favorite green vegetable of the Middle East, which they dried and sent to their compatriots in Melun and Paris. Their letters are filled with details of other foods they were sending from Marseille—dried fish (batarekh) and coconuts, olives, and dates. They speak also of the tarabeesh, or turbans, they were sending. From Paris, in return, they received books, ink, and, most valuable of all, appui—personal influence and powerful contacts in the capital.

The third group that Nemir Effendi described was the most visible of all. He divided the soldiers who had served as auxiliaries in Egypt and Syria into four corps—“the Mamelouks, the Syrians, the Greek and Coptic legions”—that were differentiated variously by ethnic, regional, class, and sectarian commonalities. Thus, he continued, “at most two or three hundred men will be arriving in France, who, although mostly footsoldiers, are more suited to become good Arab cavalry than soldiers trained in the handling of arms and various other French drills.”42 The letter went on to outline the reasons for this unfitness to join the ordinary ranks of the French army: “Not knowing French to follow orders, short, ugly, dark-skinned, and completely without what the French call la tournure, they would be ridiculous and certainly very unhappy to be the constant butt of the other soldiers, with whom, furthermore, they would not be able to communicate.” Nemir drew on a combination of linguistic, cultural, and physiological differences as an argument for the creation of a distinct Arab regiment, for which he proposed the name “Tribu arabe de Cavaliers Égyptiens ou Cavaliers Errants,” (Arab Tribe of Egyptian Cavaliers or Wandering Cavaliers) and which, in his words, “more richly fitted out than the Mamluks, but in an Egyptian uniform, could bring about a useful revolution in the light cavalry of the Republic and entertain France with all the drills of the Arabs of the desert.”43 This was a delicate tracing of the lines linking Egyptian particularism with Arab commonality—“an Arab tribe of Egyptian horsemen”—although his second suggestion dropped the Egyptian inflection altogether for an identification that emphasized mobility itself as the defining commonality. The term “Arab,” in contrast, seemed to present a more stable counterbalance to these shifting identifications. We must return to this crucial question in greater detail later in this chapter.

In the event, this suggestion coincided very effectively with the desires of the French authorities. A squadron was chosen from the pick of the military men. But it was called neither “Egyptian” nor “Arab”; instead Napoleon insisted upon a corps of “Mamelouks.”44 This was an unhappy designation indeed. In 1798, Bonaparte had declared to the people of Egypt that he had come to liberate them from the greedy and oppressive rule of the real Mamluk class. Yet it was this name that he now chose to represent his “Oriental” soldiers, investing them with the allure of exoticism and more than a hint of cruelty. The uniform of these soldiers was adorned with a green turban and Muslim crescent, despite the fact that many of them were Christian.45 This islamicizing adornment continued long after the ranks of the Mamelouks were filled with Frenchmen. By associating the conventional “terror” of Islam with the power of the emperor, the “Mamelouks” served an important role in the semiotics of Napoleonic propaganda, one which justified their considerable cost. Their Oriental dress was elaborate and extremely expensive and was specified down to the smallest detail in the military orders: red tarbouche or green cahouk surrounded by a white turban, loose-sleeved béniche under a Greek vest, voluminous charouals, drawstring trousers of crimson, purple, or white, and grey cloak held by a blue or maroon belt.46 Where the members of the Egyptian Legation were ordered to remain in Marseille, the military contingent was brought to Paris and Fontainebleau, to be quartered in the town of Melun. They soon played an important role in official spectacle in the capital: on the celebration of 14 July 1802 the Journal des débats reported: “At today’s grand parade . . . the Mamelouks excited the regard of the public no less by the novelty of the spectacle that their costume and their unusual uniform presented. They numbered one hundred, and all on horseback.”47 Two years later, this festival celebrating the Revolution would be effaced in favour of 15 August, the emperor’s birthday.

It is as “Mamelouks” that the Arab population of early nineteenth-century France have been marked down in history, as exotic and fabulously attired incarnations of Napoleonic glory or as cruel Oriental auxiliaries carrying out the most dreadful repressions. In his decision to adapt into his own symbolic repertoire the figures he had once vilified, Napoleon placed the Arab population under his rule in a characteristically unequal and irregular relationship to the state. Mamluk literally means “owned,” as we have noted: the regime cultivated the conception of the Mamelouk as the perfect, slavish, and devoted servant of the emperor, a role implicitly to be followed by others. Napoleon was constantly attended by a Mamelouk servant and was frequently represented with this slave at his side. It was not a portrayal that explained anything of the origins of these people, their motivations for coming to France, or their own sense of their destiny. As a rule they remained anonymous, their uniform more important than their identity; on rare occasions extraordinary acts of courage became subjects of individual iconography, such as the image of Daoud Habaïby, a Palestinian Melkite notable, who rode forward into the ranks of the Prussian infantry despite receiving three bayonet wounds (fig. 5).
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FIGURE 5. Charles Abraham Chasselat, grav. Godefroy, “Habaïby Daoud, Capitaine des Mameloucks,” from Les fastes de la gloire ou les braves recommandés à la postérité: Monument élevé aux défenseurs de la patrie, vol. 1 (Paris: L’Advocat, 1819). Author’s collection.

The exotic representations should not distract us from the recognition that these men were soldiers like any others of the time, and their experiences of war, conscription, injury, death, and retirement resemble those of other soldiers studied comprehensively by historians from Alan Forrest to Natalie Petiteau.48 They played an important role in providing income and social mobility for their families in Marseille. But they did not represent the bulk of the population at any point. Given the dominance of this group in the representation of the “Egyptians” in France, it is worth reviewing a few statistics compiled from the work of earlier historians. Analyzing Jean Savant’s list of the Mamelouks of the Imperial Guard, it is possible to determine that only 44 out of 221 (20 percent) of the “Oriental” Mamelouks died while in active military service.49 Of these almost half disappeared during the retreat from Russia, and it is conceivable that part of that number may have taken the opportunity to desert. The average length of service for those who enrolled before 1812 (a total of 211) was around six and a half years, but more than a quarter of these men served only three years or less.

These numbers are important in dispelling the idea that this was a military population whose fate was to serve and die under arms. The average “Mamelouk” spent less than half of the period 1801–15 in military service. Further, the reduction in numbers of “Oriental” soldiers in the Napoleonic armies was due largely to retirements rather than casualties. Hundreds of ex-soldiers went into retirement; but rather than receiving the ordinary retraite of a French soldier, they were reclassified along with the other “refugees” on a pension scale varying from thirty-three francs per day for the most privileged down to fifty to sixty centimes along with a ration of bread for the last among the “Fourth Class” of refugees (including wives and children).50 For the average retired Mamelouk, the pension amounted to 1 franc 25 per day—although some received double and others half this amount.51 In addition, their wives and children received approximately half of the pension accorded to the man of the family, bringing the family income, in some cases, to a reasonable level of sustainability, and encouraging the “Egyptians” to marry among themselves and to produce larger families in order to increase their entitlements.

The correspondence contained at Vincennes is primarily concerned with the question of this pension: applications for increases, the hope of admitting children born in France, or even relatives arriving from Egypt and Syria. But it is also the case that the refugees’ own private correspondence in Arabic raised this question repeatedly. The correspondents described their pension as a jamakiya, meaning “pay,” rather than as a pension or a form of charity. Later, one correspondent distinguished between the payment he would receive for his work in giving Arabic classes, and the rafujiya, transcribing the French term réfugié and adapting it to Arabic grammatical form. His need to specify the difference emphasizes that jamakiya did not in itself carry the meaning of “pension,” but rather of “salary.” The importance of this pension in shaping the Arab community in France cannot be overestimated: it offered a consistent incentive to maintain a communal identification and reinforced bonds between individuals even as it created conflicts and jealousies.

The sectarian issues (both within and between groups) continued to exist and were exacerbated by these economic divisions. The majority of those “wealthy merchants” Nemir described, who sent their children to the Lycée of Marseille and conducted business with the Orient, were from the Melkite families of Egypt and Palestine, a highly mobile and well-connected Mediterranean community. In contrast, many of those in the poorer class of the community, living in shacks near the Place Castellane, were Copts and Muslims—soldiers of Ya’qub’s legion; peasants from Upper Egypt, illiterate and without resources; a few former Mamluk soldiers; domestic servants; and soldiers recruited into other units in Egypt. There were also a number of women of various origins, including some who prostituted themselves openly.

The two economically distinct sectors of the community could simply have taken separate paths. But this did not happen, and in this the role of the Legation is crucial. If their political projects for independence, and the “Harem-Hospice,” were decisively rejected by the French government, the legacy of the communal project remained. Marseille was officially recognized as the dépôt for Egyptian refugees, with an appointed council comprising members of the Legation and officers of the military corps. This council was responsible for making recommendations to the Ministry of War regarding the numerous applications for admission to the register of refugees.The council would also provide support for certain applications for increases in the pension and for permission to travel to other places. One of the council’s officers was appointed to distribute a daily bread ration to the poorest class of refugees. Beyond these administrative tasks, however, the role of the council was hazy during these early years in Marseille. The population was in flux: as a result of ongoing instability in Egypt after the departure of the British and Ottoman armies, new arrivals continued to land in Marseille. The reform of the Corps of Mamelouks also resulted in a large number of former soldiers swelling the “Egyptian village” near the Place Castellane. This increase in the visible population created tensions with local authorities.

In July 1806, things came to a head. The mayor of Marseille, Antoine-Ignace Anthoine, wrote to the prefect of the Département des Bouches-du-Rhone, Antoine Thibaudeau, to complain about what he claimed was a growing racial problem in the city. A detachment of seventy-four Egyptians had just arrived in the city, after their release from the army. Now, he wrote,
 

the city of Marseille, already full of refugee Jews from Algiers and Egyptian negresses—this last the worst species of all—watches with alarm these foreigners collecting here in ever greater number. I have acted with rigour several times, above all against the women of colour, but within the limits of the police, by making them suffer a detention of several days. That is all the severity I can use against them.52

These “negresses” were mostly former slaves brought by the Egyptian families as domestic servants or purchased by French officers in Egypt. Enrolled in the registers of “Nègres et Gens de Couleur,” compiled in 1807 at the behest of the authorities, are a number of women from Cairo and others from places such as “d’Alfort,” and “Cy Narry” or “Seinard.” Erick Noël has suggested plausibly that d’Alfort is a transcription of Darfour, in Sudan, and Cy Narry/Seinard is probably Sennar, also in Sudan.53 It is notable that these women identified these places of origin, despite their double displacement. Some of the women must have recognized that they were no longer slaves in France; many certainly enrolled their names on the list of refugees and received a small pension. Some took the surname Alimé or Halimé—a French version of the Arabic term ‘alima (learned), meaning “courtesan” or “entertainer.” Others were simply known as Fatoumé, Gadidgé, or Victoire. But the titular freedom they received as a consequence of arriving on French soil did little to erase the status connected with their color. Their identification by the authorities as négresses rather than noires carried an implicit connection with slavery.

Some of the notables among the “Egyptians” exploited this confusion to exert power over others. Such a case was reported by the grandmother of the great nineteenth-century statesman Adolphe Thiers, who was born in Istanbul and made close connections with the families arriving from Egypt and Syria while living in Marseille. In a letter to her brother, Mme Amie recounted that she was awoken in the night by the frantic knocking of a young black woman, Fatima. The girl had been viciously beaten by her mistress, the redoutable wife of Bartholomeo Serra, former aga of police in Cairo. Bartholomeo claimed that Fatima was his property, a slave returned to him by General Menou.54

This story points to the importance of women in the story of the emigration. As in this case, they could be victim, perpetrator, or protector. Women’s lives are far less frequently illuminated by the archival record, but it is clear that their role was more than domestic: these women were not confined to the “harem” but able to play a political and contestatory role. Several Egyptian women who had traveled to France after marrying French citizens fought in court to defend their inheritance rights after the death of their husbands.55 A Persian traveler returning from Britain in 1803 shared a carriage with a young Egyptian woman who defended herself courageously against harassment by two male passengers.56 Another Egyptian woman was immortalized in the iconography of Napoleonic power when she intervened directly with the emperor during the Prussian campaign in 1806 and was awarded a pension of 1,200 francs: according to General Rapp, “She was a young Egyptian woman who displayed that religious reverence toward [Napoleon] that the Arabs always accorded him.”57 The image of her supplication was produced in dozens of different versions: one shows the Égyptienne enclosed in swirling draperies topped with a turban, guiding her small son toward Napoleon (fig. 6). She stands between an empty chair crowned with laurels and the man who seems destined to occupy it. The composition reflects other images of the emperor’s acts of “generosity,” many involving women or families. It suggests equally an older iconography of the continents, of tributary nations hailing their civilizing benefactors. It is a far cry indeed from the revolutionary incarnation of the Republic as a powerful, warlike female figure, “Marianne”: here it is the very helplessness and depoliticization of this foreign woman that makes her an ideal figure to articulate the new relationship of power proposed by Napoleon’s regime.
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FIGURE 6. Louis Lafitte, grav. Delvaux, Napoléon le Grand au château du Grand Veneur de Saxe, 24. Octbre 1806. Author’s collection.

But real Egyptian and Syrian women were not always so compliant with the patriarchal structures into which they were inserted, insofar as we can ascertain from the few fragments that remain of their voices. A certain “Maryam” wrote in Arabic to Mikha’il Sabbagh, a key figure in the small Arab presence in Paris, angrily refuting accusations that had been made about her private life and declaring her intention to remarry. The legalization of her status, she insisted, would “cut the tongues of all those who slander me.” Her letter continued: “As for the food and other items you received,” she wrote angrily, “it was I who paid for them. Ask Joubran Takhakh who the perfume is from; ask the wife of M. Naydorff who bought the tarabeesh; ask Girgis Hamawi who bought the dried molokhiyya. They are all a gift from me.” She closed her letter with defiance: “My livelihood and my life are not in your hands, they are in Allah’s hands.”58

At the intersection between the questions of gender and race we can observe a particularly virulent response that would have extremely dangerous implications for the whole population of Egyptian refugees and serve as a potent and sometimes violent force shaping their identifications in the years that followed. In the years of 1806–7, the black women of Marseille were singled out for particular opprobrium within a generalized “racial threat” and pursued with extraordinary aggressiveness by the authorities. In his letter to the prefect cited earlier, the mayor of Marseille linked Egyptians, Algerian Jews, and black women together to suggest a general racial danger, adding that black women were “the worst species of all.” His description of these women as “negresses” rather than “noires” (blacks) assimilated them to the centuries-old structures of chattel slavery and the triangular trade in slaves between Europe, West Africa, and the Americas. This terminology carried very serious ramifications for the women and for others among the Egyptian refugees whose skin was perceptibly darker than the population around them. With the reestablishment of slavery in 1802, the residence of gens de couleur in France was no longer legal; the renewal of the force of decrees of 1777 removing their rights to residence in France had been explicitly confirmed by the administration. Sue Peabody has described the “Police des Noirs,” which operated under the ancien régime, and the establishment of places of incarceration—which were also called dépôts—to house slaves brought to France, preventing them from asserting the automatic right to liberty they could claim as a result of arriving on metropolitan French soil.59 Thus the act of 1802 transformed the status of people of color living in France as well as those in the colonies. But in the case of “Egyptians” of color, this status was extremely ambiguous. Jennifer Heuer has noted the confusion regarding the definition of “blacks” when the authorities attempted to apply to Egyptians the prohibition on interracial marriages reintroduced in France in 1803.60 In 1802, when local authorities were instructed to provide a register of the “people of color” in each of the arrondissements of Marseille, one of the police commissioners complained that he could not, since “almost all the Egyptians have nègres with them who do not appear on any census.”61

In 1806, the reformation of the Imperial Guard reduced the number of Mamelouks serving in it to 109. The decree of the “New Organization of the Guard” contained a provision stating that “the refugee Mamelouks, who are at Melun, will be sent to Marseille, where they will enjoy the same advantages, and will be paid in the same way as in the past.”62 The arrival of these men, with the strong Muslim associations that, as we have noted, were encouraged by Napoleonic propaganda, brought a religious as well as a racial difference to bear in the hostility that the mayor sought to invoke. At the same time, an uprising against the dey, the governor of Algiers, led to reprisals against the Jewish minority, which had been closely associated with the regime, and this led a stream of Algerian Jews to take refuge in Marseille. The municipality of Marseille had only quite recently been unified into a single administration, after its punitive division into three sections during the Revolution. The mayor was particularly eager to assert his own influence over that of the prefect, Thibaudeau, a functionary from the days of Jacobin ascendancy. The “racial threat” he invoked was intensified by political and religious overtones: it offered an opportunity to test the limits of his power by taking radical steps, but steps fully in line with the trajectory of imperial dispositions.

The mayor’s claim was supported with police reports that retailed a series of violent acts, disorder, and defiance of police by these black women and the soldiers who allegedly frequented their company; the infractions reported involved the nonpayment of rent, domestic arguments, drunkenness, public brawling, and resisting arrest. Accusations against these women also included child abuse, and in one instance cross-dressing as a man and fighting in public.63 Using these intersecting anxieties about gender, family, and public disorder as leverage, and leaning also on the legal interdiction of gens de couleur in France, the mayor began to press the prefect to sanction the creation of a physical dépôt for the confinement of these women, along with all the other Egyptians, “forcing them, without too much rigor, to return home at an appropriate hour.”64 The prefect demurred, perhaps out of sheer dislike of Anthoine:
 

It is not in my authority, M. le Maire, to place the Citadel of St. Nicolas at your disposal to serve as a depot for the Egyptian and Algerian refugees and others who were the subject of your letter of the 5th. I suggest, however, that you keep these refugees under close surveillance.65

The threat, however, remained very real. At first the chief notables of the depot seemed hardly able to respond to the mayor’s threats, writing in extremely irregular French to explain that they had done their best to collect information on the “naigresse et fames blanche” (negresses and white women) who were causing the trouble, but insisting that it was impossible to know where they lived, as they were always changing their lodgings. By the following year, the notables had come to understand the genuine threat to their liberty and the statute of their residence in France that this crisis entailed. In September, Abd el-Al, Georges Aïdé, and Henin Hanna, along with Hassan Odabachi and the captains Salloum and Ibrahim from the Corps of Mamelouks—now designating themselves the “Principal Egyptian Refugees Ex-Members of the Commission”—wrote officially to the mayor (this time in more accurate French) and offered him a list of the “troublemakers, men and women, of our depot”:
 

We thought we should anticipate the measures that your wisdom will order, M. le Maire, to act against them with severity, in the most effective way, through a permanent detention in one of the forts of Marseille.66

It was in response to this crisis, then, that the most influential individuals from the various fractions of the refugees came together at last to defend and define their status in France. In accepting the demand to draw up this list, they assumed responsibility for people about whom they had previously claimed to know nothing. In response to the question of the Algerian Jews, the mayor had summoned the representatives of the Jewish community in Marseille and demanded that they take responsibility for ensuring the passage of their fellow Jews to Livorno. Such a demand was fully in line with the “Jewish policy” emanating from Paris, where a national council of Jews, improbably named the “Great Sanhedrin” was soon to be assembled. Protestants, too, had been reorganized in the form of a consistory rather than simply as citizens of France. The creation of the “Council of Egyptian Refugees” represented the reformation of the “Egyptian” community in a consistorial status along the lines of the Jews, in order to avoid finding themselves incarcerated in a physical depot like that decreed for people of color.67 Further, they proposed the creation of a second depot that would stabilize the status of their own. But the twenty-six individuals they nominated in their list were almost all young men, between the ages of sixteen and thirty. The letter offered to provide another list of the “black and white Egyptian women who lead a licentious and depraved existence,” but proposed instead the creation of a “hospice” where they would be gainfully occupied and learn a trade, returning to the language of the Legation in 1801.68

It is evident that the racialized nature of the threat meant little in itself to these “principal Egyptians”; yet they had little choice but to respond, and they agreed implicitly to take on a function of social control over those designated as belonging to their community. At the same time they attempted to turn this exercise of power to their own advantage by denouncing a number of young men who had been children or adolescents at the time of the emigration, and who had now begun to challenge the authority of their elders.

A flurry of private letters exchanged between Marseille and Paris in 1807 describes the events that followed the denunciation of the shabab, or young men: an affair involving further denunciations, forged letters, arrests, and a trial that split the population in two. Gabriel Taouïl reported to Sabbagh: “The trial lasted for twelve days, and for six hours each day. The debate between the witnesses of the two parties was very heated, and they nearly fought.” Taouïl reported that one participant was called “a kidnapping wolf” and reduced to tears; another was insulted as “Abu Tabeeq” (father of meals) because he would sell his own father for a plate of lentil soup.69 The question of color seemed to have been forgotten, perhaps because it policed only the edges of their community, and these struggles were taking place at its center. Those racialized questions would return with violence, as we will see, in the turbulent days of 1815. But the struggles within the community continued: in early 1808, the Marseille police reported “Five Egyptian troublemakers, of whom four were arrested at the request of the aga, and then freed on his recommendation, and one at liberty but placed under surveillance.”70 The municipal authorities evidently had recourse to notables such as Abd el-’Al in controlling the Egyptians of the town.

The focus of the community centered instead on the single element common to all of them—the Arabic language. As a result of lobbying by the noted Orientalist Sylvestry de Sacy on behalf of his protégé, Gabriel Taouïl, a chair of Arabic language was created in Marseille by the emperor on 31 May 1807. According to a report,
 

The Emperor, in placing [Taouïl] in Marseille, judged that his skills would be more useful there than in any other city, and if [His Majesty] had him give his courses at the Lycée, that is simply because it brings together the largest number of youngsters who are capable of profiting from Arabic lessons—a knowledge which will be indispensable to most of them, since, as Marseillais, they will certainly have direct relations with Orientals later on, because of the nature of commerce in the city.71

Taouïl was appointed to provide free Arabic lessons to the public at state expense in the precincts of the Lycée of Marseille, established in 1803 in the former Bernardine convent. The appointment was met with considerable resistance from the local municipality: the councillors consistently blocked the release of funds to cover Taouïl’s emoluments, even after the Ministry of Education agreed to pay half of the salary from central coffers. Their argument rested upon the “lack of usefulness” of such training in the light of the blockade of trade on the Mediterranean.

In fact, the real “usefulness” of the classes, as certain notables of the town frequently complained, was for the Arabic-speaking families of the town, allowing their sons to study Arabic every school day at 2:30 p.m. Eusèbe de Salle, a bilious competitor for Taouïl’s position, claimed that Taouïl alienated local students by teaching in Arabic from the first day. If this was true, it was not because Taouïl did not speak French; whether it was an attempt at “education by immersion” or simply because Taouïl oriented his role as teacher toward his own community is difficult to determine. Out of these classes would emerge a second generation carrying a new synthesis of French and Arab cultural identifications that will be explored in the second part of this book.

As a consequence of occupying this crucial role in a community emerging around the primary commonality of the Arabic language, Taouïl found himself thrust to the center of both internal and external struggles. In a report addressed to the Ministry of Education, Taouïl answered accusations that he was the instigator of a denunciation signed by eleven refugees against Abd el-Al, the former aga of the Janissary police in Cairo and a member of the “Council of Refugees.” Three of the chief signatories of this denunciation were arrested and taken to prison, where they were interrogated with the assistance of a Coptic interpreter, Ellious Bocthor. According to Taouïl (although his testimony cannot be taken as reliable), they were told they would be released only if they admitted that Taouïl was the author of the petition. In the trial of the shabab, Taouïl claimed to Sabbagh that he had intervened to defend the truth, and that he had been praised by Ellious and Shukr’allah, another Copt, as well as by the lawyers and judges “for what I did to make the truth win out.”72 He insisted that Sabbagh would one day see that he was working only for the good of his community “unlike what you’ve been told by these sons of whores.”73

The local authorities viewed these conflicts as reflecting the bad character of the “refugees.” In 1811, the commissioner of police complained to his superiors:
 

Generally, and with few exceptions, the refugees are troublesome, grasping, jealous, prone to quarrel ceaselessly among themselves and to hold deep grudges against one another, often for very little reason whatsoever.74

Beyond a liberal dash of xenophobia, this comment suggests how opaque these struggles within the community were to those outside. But these grudges, quarrels, and reconciliations were equally an index, and a consequence, of the emergence of strong ties binding these people closer together. The very viciousness of the infighting, particularly the ways in which the groups involved tended to shift and reconfigure across the period, was an indication of the emergence of tight (even claustrophobic) bonds of community among the heterogeneous Arabic-speakers of Marseille, a community constituted by circumstance as much as by choice, and constrained quite artificially within the bounds of this provincial city. If, with few exceptions, the conflicts took place within the community rather than with outsiders, this was because these people lived in much closer contact with one another than with the wider French society around them. As Georges Aïdé wrote to the minister of war, explaining comments he had made about Abd el-Al, “I have never done anything against your wishes, or written anything against the Government. I was speaking only against an Egyptian like myself.”75 Aïdé clearly considered internal and external relationships as of quite different kinds. Taouïl reported that Abd el-Al returned to Marseille and gleefully recited an Arabic poem written by Sabbagh that criticized Aïdé.76 At the same time Ellious Bocthor wrote that “Antun Hamawi invited Jerjes [Georges] Aïdé, and no one could believe it after everything that happened between them. Some said it is just politics from Hamawi, some said it is fear, and other people said Hamawi wants Aïdé to mediate between him and Jebreel [Gabriel] Taouil and Jerjes [Georges] Hamawi.”77

A document reproduced in Gaston Homsy’s book about his family suggests that after the crisis of 1806–7 some of the earlier conflicts among the elite were resolved. In 1801, Henin, the brother of General Ya’qub, had come into conflict with his sister-in-law over the control of Ya’qub’s fortune. But now he was listed as signing the “act of notoriety” by which Ya’qub’s death was officially recognized, ensuring the ability of his widow Maryam (now known as Marie Namé) to remarry.78

These bonds of friendship and enmity, these exchanges of presents and vitriol, letters and secrets, the arrangement of marriages and consignment of goods, quarrels and reconciliations, traced the lines of an incipient Arab France, which had begun to emerge over the decade from 1801 to 1811. It was a landscape of mobility and exchange, a flow of people as well as goods—molokhiyya and tarabeesh, books and tobacco, ink and olives. To take an example from the myriad details of everyday life, in late 1809, Mikha’il Sabbagh wrote from Paris to his friends in Marseille, asking for coconuts. He wanted to mark the new year of 1810 with a party to impress influential people in Paris. The continental blockade made such items extremely difficult to procure, but one suspects it was this fact that made Sabbagh all the more keen to have them. The coconuts were the subject of an intense correspondence between Sabbagh and his friend Ellious Bocthor, the Sakakini brothers, Maryam Chébib, François Naydorff, and others. These people were all of disparate origins: Melkite Syrians, Egyptian Copts, Franks. In return, they hoped Sabbagh might use his influence in the capital to advance their cause. But the coconuts also pointed up a growing gap between those at the center of imperial power and those on its fringes. They were a symbol of ambition and aspiration. François Naydorff wrote to Sabbagh that he had cracked one open to test it, finding it a little yellow, but still satisfactory. He added: “I left the other eight coconuts whole because in France people consider the flesh inside less valuable than the shell, which they use for hunting goblets.”79 Naydorff, like the other correspondents, understood that the value of these exotic fruits was calibrated in relation to French, not Arab, customs. Their exorbitant cost (ten francs each) was an investment in the circuits of power ever more intensely concentrated in Paris. The appearance of coconuts on Sabbagh’s table in Paris was thus in a real sense the result of the binding together of these ties of mutual interest, friendship, family, and culture. They were the product of an Arab social network that had emerged over the course of a decade.

Naydorff, an Egyptian of European origin married to an Arab woman with four children (two from a previous marriage), wrote numerous letters to Sabbagh in Paris in both French and Arabic. In one of them he complained:
 

I promise you that the only thing that has prevented me from making greater claims has been the fear of making myself unwelcome and abusing the generosity of our august sovereign toward the Egyptians . . . but the example they have set in their continual petitions, with very positive results for some of them, along with my most pressing needs . . . imposes a Law upon me, being in the greatest distress.80

This “law” was not imposed from outside; it was a way of expressing the requirements Naydorff felt were dictated by his social position within the community. He protested against the provisions of the state “that assimilate us to the lowest of the refugees.” Even the small increase in his pension, he wrote Sabbagh, from fifty sous to seventy sous per day was “not worth all the effort.”81 But the only way to change this status was by access to the capital. As Joseph Hawadier complained to the Ministry of War in 1810, “Numerous Egyptian Messieurs et Dames have gone from Marseille to Paris and have succeeded in increasing their pensions.”82 Hawadier’s use of these polite titles may have been ironic or merely conventional, but it suggests that Paris was associated with the acquisition of status. And it was toward Paris that Naydorff, along with the other refugees, looked in the second decade of their residence in France.

There were many reasons why the Arabs of Marseille, like so many other French people, and others across Europe and beyond, should be attracted to Paris, a city of entertainments and intellectual exchange, a place for ambition and the making of fortunes, the administrative center of an imperial superpower. But, as Naydorff remarks here, it was not only as individuals that Arabs looked toward Paris, but as a community. Indeed, the capital would prove to be a central ground of contestation over the formation of practices of identity that might offer a possibility for the creation of a new space. An “Arab Marseille” had emerged from the intersection between the political projects of the Legation—transformed ultimately into communal authority and institutions—and the categories sponsored by the authorities, including those threats that policed the boundaries of these categories, and new models that might serve to integrate the community into a fabric of social privilege under reconstruction by the Bonapartist state.

In 1806 the notables of the emigration had discovered that their fate in France was inescapably joined to that of others equally defined by the French state as “Egyptian refugees,” regardless of their sectarian, regional, and class differences. But it would be a mistake to view the reconstruction of their identifications as a purely passive process dictated by reactions to external forces. This period of war, invasion, and revolt threw up other miscellaneous displaced groups without any obvious national category, and on occasion these were simply joined to the “Egyptian” dépôt regardless of their origin. But other Arabic-speakers who had been living in France long before the arrivals of 1801, and without the remotest connection to Egypt, also gained admission to the “refugee” pension, through their personal connections with members of the newly constituted council in Marseille. Some were Uniate Catholic priests, such as Joseph Behennam, an Iraqi Chaldean living in France during the Revolution, and Isa Carus, a Palestinian Melkite who had come from Italy in 1799.83

Joseph Chammas, a merchant born in Diyarbakir, a town in Anatolia, is a useful example. He was awarded a certificat de civisme as a “Mesopotamian” by the revolutionary authorities in 1790 and remained in France after the Revolution. Yet he was added to the list of “Egyptian refugees” along with his wife and children. Later he wrote to the Ministry of War, complaining that he was being blackmailed by a character named Mansour Saad, who claimed falsely to be the “Inspector of Refugees” in Paris. Saad extorted money from Chammas by threatening to reveal just how long he had been living in France, the fact that his wife was French, and the real names of his sons Jean and Antoine, who had now taken the Arabic names Ya’qub and Ibraïm.84 Chammas complained to the Ministry of War, clearly seeing nothing wrong in his claiming membership of this group, despite his having, by his own admission, “lost everything in the Revolution” in France, rather than ever having served in Egypt. The classification of “Egyptian refugee” had become a space harboring a far broader category defined by the solidarities and sociabilities of Arabic language and culture.

In this sense, the state unwittingly sponsored the formation of an Arab space that only named itself as such by default, and in the interstices of the structures articulated by the authorities. For many of the “Egyptians,” an Arab self-definition was the only one possible when attempting to identify themselves with this impossibly diverse population. This necessitated a shift from the genealogical conception of “Arab” to a much looser associative and cultural configuration. Georges Aïdé, writing to Mikha’il Sabbagh about the struggle for the pensions he called jamakiya, assured him “Khawaja Juber tawakkal bi-jamakiyat abna-l-’arab” (Monsieur Joubert will be responsible for the pensions of the Arabs).85 Ibn, “son of,” is a genealogical expression, but here, in the plural form, it was used to designate a much broader population, those receiving the pension as “Egyptian refugees.” Aïdé did not use the term “Egyptian”—and why would he, since he was born in Beirut? This gesture is one of the few clues to how these people “represented themselves to themselves,” to use the phrase of Clifford Geertz.86

The roots of this gesture can be traced back to the early letters of 1801: Nemir explained, in requesting permission to come in person to Paris, that “Arabs like us talk as much as you want, but write little.”87 This comment hardly seems accurate given the voluminous Arabic correspondence we have observed. But this can be read as the kind of gesture that another anthropologist, Michael Herzfeld, has called “cultural intimacy,” a gesture of “rueful self-recognition,” which, Herzfeld argues, provides an “assurance of common sociality.”88 Where some scholars have seen this kind of self-stereotyping as an interiorization of structures of domination,89 Herzfeld sees it as a “comfortable” mode through which individuals accommodate the power structures and determining conditions in which they live. He suggests that it is the resonance of these forms of identification that provides important conditions for the “imagined communities” of nationalisms, in Benedict Anderson’s formulation in his seminal work on national identity.90

But this “cultural intimacy” should be distinguished from a formal and unitary “identity”: it did not exist in contradiction to other identifications such as “Egyptian,” “Coptic,” or “Muslim.” It was, rather, a lived mode of commonality, based on shared cultural practices, and a set of common interests and identifications. Rashid Khalidi noted in his study of Palestinian identity how several overlapping identities could function at the same time in the ways that the Palestinians he studied defined themselves. They “identified with the Ottoman Empire, their religion, Arabism, their homeland Palestine, their city or region, and their family, without feeling any contradiction or sense of conflicting loyalties.”91 Gilles Veinstein suggests that even the words used to signify a particular identification could shift and mix together religious, ethnic, and regional significations: for example, the term Rum (a word derived from “Rome” and denoting in particular the Eastern Roman/Byzantine Empire), which could refer to all the inhabitants of the central Anatolian provinces, the whole Ottoman Empire, Greek Orthodox Christians, or ethnic “Turks.”92

It was in a moment of difficulty that Nemir used the characterization of “Arab” as the most comfortable common identification: he was making the Legation’s first formal request for asylum. This was the only phrase in all the letters that was expressed in Arabic. He asked Talleyrand “to give us, as the Arabs of the desert say, your fiardac of hospitality.”93 Rather than requesting asylum in a conventional European language, Nemir invoked a custom deeply related to Arab concepts of honor or ‘ird, closely related to the safety of women and children, and often opposed to ard, or land.94 The gesture cannot have been meant to communicate something to Talleyrand, who is highly unlikely to have been aware of this phrase or its customary basis in Bedouin culture. Instead, it seemed to suggest that something in the structures of feeling of this population was untranslatable: it was a gesture of honor and shame.

The resort to this untranslatable Arabic concept points to something that is central to this study: the vital role of the Arabic language and the Islamicate cultures it carried in any account of the destinies of those who boarded the ships from Egypt. Yasir Suleiman has pointed out the incontestable importance of the Arabic language in any understanding of Arab identity. Unlike the “heritage” of European civilization, which needed to be translated from ancient Greek and Latin, the past “golden age” of Arab civilization was directly connected to the present through the medium of high Arabic.95 Thus the unifying conceptions of Arab identity have almost always been based on high culture, rather than the vernacular languages and cultures that Benedict Anderson and Ernest Gellner identified as the key building blocks of European nationalisms.96

The Arabic language was the only commonality that could provide a point of unity after the loss of Ya’qub. We can recognize the struggles between Ellious Bocthor, Gabriel Taouïl, and others involving the teaching of Arabic in Marseille as symptomatic of the importance of this vital point of convergence. Where the inarticulate practices of culture served to unite the poorer refugees in closely concentrated “village” life, the elite of the emigration, living in more dispersed conditions, maintained their cultural continuity by sending their children to study Arabic at the Lycée. But this growing centrality of the Arabic language carried an unresolved relationship to the other aspects of the emigration, in particular its origins in an Islamicate society whose structures and customs were distinct from the French context in which these people had settled. These contradictions would pose a particular problem for the second generation of Arabs born or raised in France, as we shall see later in this book.

By 1811, the Arab commonalities of the “Egyptian refugees” in Marseille had begun to replace the political project with which the emigrants had started out from Egypt. From a heterogeneous group of exiles, they had become a relatively settled and permanent, if small, community whose internal struggles for power may be seen to indicate a certain solidity. But this “Arab Marseille” was still little more than an entrepôt at the edge of the Mediterranean. It had little connection as yet to the wider France of which it was nominally a part. That is to say, there was as yet no “Arab France” that might articulate something more than an ephemeral Arab presence within this national territory. It was this larger ambition, in addition to the more immediate attractions of the metropole, that drew many of the notables of the emigration to undertake another journey in the second decade of the nineteenth century.

A set of transformations in 1810 and 1811 simultaneously opened a route back to Egypt and a route toward Paris. After ten years of living in France, the question of identity was now practical and immediate. Did these people belong in the France they had adopted? Was their residence still temporary, or were they sufficiently settled to have a permanent role? While they remained as refugees in Marseille, on the edge of the Mediterranean, they could not really consider themselves French. On a practical level, power in France was concentrated in Paris, and without access to the capital no advancement would be possible either within the community or outside. Only an “Arab Paris” could answer the question of the future of these people as a community in France and not simply in Marseille.

After 1810, the notables of the small community that had formed in Marseille began a second emigration, this time across the territory of France. But when these notables arrived in Paris it was already an Arab city, if in a more furtive and clandestine way; it had its own quite different modes of sociability and dependence among its smaller and more scattered Arab population. This set the scene for the conflict between disparate formations of Arab identity in France that the next chapter will explore: one intensely communal, forged in the parochial and often xenophobic environs of Marseille; the other distinctively individualist, a wily opportunism conditioned by the demands of survival in a cosmopolitan metropolis.
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