


From Beirut, a Renaissance
AUB and the Future of Nahda Studies

Preserving the Arab Intellectual Awakening

Rania El-Kanj

Reference Assistant Librarian

rk13@aub.edu.lb

mailto:rk13@aub.edu.lb


3

What did Middle East libraries inherit?

Not only texts, but infrastructures of knowledge, circulation, and memory.
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• Arab Provinces’ Role

• Parallel with Tanzimat
• Nationalism Seeds

Nahda and the Ottoman Empire
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Beirut and Cairo: Twin Infrastructures of the Nahda
• Beirut: print, translation, circulation​ • Cairo: publishing, scale, readership
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“One such moment is the Nahda, Not as a settled renaissance, but 
as a fragmented archive whose survival and meaning have always 
depended on institutions, networks, and librarianship.”

The Nahda as an Archival 
Question
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Recent scholarship has questioned whether the Nahda should 
be understood as a unified historical “awakening,” arguing 
instead that it is a retrospective narrative imposed on uneven 
evidence.

The Nahda as a Historiographical 
Debate
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Questioning the Nahda Narrative
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From Debate to Archives
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AUB as a Site of Nahda Inheritance
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• Faculty, students, and editors
• Shared print and postal networks
• Periodicals read, taught, preserved
• Beirut–Cairo intellectual mobility

How AUB Was Embedded in Nahda 
Networks
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•Arabic newspapers and journals
•Books by Nahda writers and translators
•Reference works (dictionaries, encyclopaedias)
•Archival and special collections

The Nahda: A Material and 
Documentary Legacy
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Microfilm Collections– Rescuing Nahda Newspapers

• Why Microfilm?
• What’s Included
• Access and Digitization
• Example – A Look at History

Challenges & Conservation Methods:

• Audiovisual preservation of the reels
• Vinegar syndrome due to high humidity or change in 

temperature (chemical decay)
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Nahda Pioneers



Isa Iskandar Al Ma'luf, 1900sSheikh Nasif Al-Yaziji Jirji Zaydan, 1882 Rafa'a al-Tahtawi

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyak

Butrus_al-Bustani

Ibrahim_Al-Yazigi Jamal al-Din al-Afghani Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi Muhammad_Abduh
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Zeinab_FawazLabiba Hashem Maryana Marrash May Ziadeh, 1930s Huda Shaarawy
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• Digitization
• Metadata & standards
• Emerging technologies

Preservation & Access



23
Temperature change

1919سورية

Folding of the paper leads to tears & damage

Restoration
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Restoration
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Restoration
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• Large-scale digitization
• Arabic metadata standards
• OCR & full-text search
• Discovery platforms
• Open access partnerships

Digitization Initiatives & 
Discovery
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النهضة مستمرة   

What we preserve — and what we make accessible — ultimately determines which 
histories can still be told.
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