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1. Near Eastern Modernity and Conceptual History

Once upon a paradigm, the landing of Napoleon’s army near Alexandria on July 1, 1798 was considered the inception of modernity in Egypt and the wider Arab and Islamic world. This paradigm, of course, was that of modernization as Westernization, which was most firmly and widely established between the 1950s and 1980s, including in research on the Near or Middle East.
 In the latter case, it went along with another paradigm, namely that of internal decline preceding the coming of European modernity. This decline paradigm came in two main versions: one positing decline in Ottoman lands (often said to have set in after the reign of Suleyman the Magnificent, d. 1566) and another focussing on Arabic culture (mainly dated to either the Mongol conquest of Baghdad in 1258 or the Ottoman conquest of Egypt in 1517). For either variant, numerous works in Islamic and Near Eastern Studies over the past three decades or so have increasingly questioned the decline paradigm and have by now rendered it largely obsolete, while some of its effects linger on
 – something that is also true for the occasionally reoccurring but basically outdated equation of modernization and Westernization.

As it happens when old paradigms dissolve, some throw the baby out with the bath water. In the case of the Near East, this was apparent in revisionist studies that argued for autochthonous processes of modernization before their interruption or supersession by the West. While such studies further disproved the view of modernity having developed in Europe and then moved to the Near East, they have not managed to establish a new narrative or model for the formation of modernity in the Near East. 

This remains necessary, we argue, primarily in order to integrate and synthesize individual research projects, but also to communicate their findings beyond Near Eastern Studies.
 Such a model will consider modernity to have formed neither exclusively in Europe nor in autochthonous processes, but only in the colonial encounter itself, as Dror Ze’evi convincingly argued in his review of both revisionist studies and earlier works that equated modernization with Westernization.
 This implies that we have to acknowledge the centrality of the engagement with hegemonic European powers to the history and the concept of modernity, while paying equal attention to both ruptures and continuities. With regard to the latter, one challenge is to identify the relevance of pre-modern or early modern transformations for modernity. For while the notion of “early modernity” is by now widely used, especially in Ottoman Studies,
 it often falls into the trap of teleologically projecting back modern developments or ideas. In order to avoid such teleological accounts, Olivier Bouquet even suggested speaking of “transformations”, without qualifying them as “early modern.”
 One asset of Conceptual History, which we will elaborate below, is its ability to connect and relate (semantic) transformations over the longue durée and the impact of decisive moments of rupture. 

Conceptual History, of course, cannot singlehandedly take up the challenge of accounting for the formation of Near Eastern modernity at large; yet it addresses one of its central dimensions, namely its conceptual order. As Christian Geulen has noted: “The purpose and aim of studies of conceptual history consists of providing an independent contribution to the understanding of historical contexts through the analysis of meanings, connections of meanings, and transformations of meanings.”
 Concepts are both a factor in and an index of material, political, social and cultural transformations and conflicts. The pace and direction of conceptual transformations do not necessarily coincide with structural changes; they can precede or follow them, can either resist or reinforce them.
 Thus, while Conceptual History is an avenue of research in its own right, it depends on the insights of social, political, intellectual histories, and can also inform neighbouring approaches.

Whereas this speaks primarily to debates within Near Eastern Studies, Conceptual History also fruitfully intervenes into wider theoretical considerations. For, just like the challenges to the decline paradigm, criticisms of the paradigm of Westernization, too, sometimes led to unconvincing counter-claims. The notion of a homogeneous, universal, Western-induced process of modernity has occasionally been replaced with an assumption of particularism or even incommensurability and untranslatability across languages, cultures and historical contexts. While promoting self-reflectivity in scholars’ positionality and their usage of analytical categories, this view can also lead to a cultural relativism, which does not do justice to the commonly shared conditions and the factual entanglements of our global world. Taken to its logical conclusion, such a perspective amounts to rejecting the possibility of translation, historical comparison and the formulation of abstract ideal types and thus undermines the very task of the social sciences and the humanities. To simplify prevalent views only slightly for the sake of the argument here: while we still find residues of modernist assertions of the universality of Western developments and categories, more en vogue are arguments for the particularity if not incommensurability of different traditions. A major asset of Conceptual History is that it allows us to go beyond such general assumptions and test the actual reach, varieties and genealogies of individual concepts. Historical semantics in general provides an alternative to modernist universalism as well as to postmodern relativism: it acknowledges that historical contingencies did create a lasting conceptual order
 and consequently inquires into how widely certain concepts are shared and which variations, as well as alternatives are discernible. 

European hegemony has been a contingent, but lasting aspect in the making of the modern order. Without a doubt, French and English concepts informed semantic transformations in Arabic and Turkish more than the other way around.
 This historical hegemony informed contemporary categories of the human and social sciences, too, including their potential normative connotations. Tellingly, however, even those who stress these normative dimensions to be problematic, eventually cannot do without such analytical categories, almost all of which are historical categories in the first place. Conceptual History, in response, turns a problem into a topic by virtue of focusing precisely on the historicity of such analytical categories and tracing their evolution in different languages. 

The gist of the above considerations is that Conceptual History of Near Eastern modernity intervenes in and integrates two sets of debates and fields of research: first, Near Eastern history and ongoing debates in Near Eastern Studies about the formation of modernity after the abandonment of the decline paradigm; and second, broader historical and oftentimes largely theoretical postcolonial debates about the reach and normativity of modern categories. It is our contention that the fruitful potential of Near Eastern Conceptual History begins from this two-fold intervention.

While theoretical considerations figure in the background and aims of Near Eastern Conceptual History, the more immediate work is of course historical. In this regard, and contributing to the overall task of elaborating a model of the formation of Near Eastern modernity, individual studies will inform our understanding of semantic ruptures and continuities. Depending on their specific focus, they will primarily pay attention to what has been appropriated from the past, what has been lost in the archives and what has been received through translation. These varying foci complement each other and can ideal-typically be subsumed under two general approaches, which we will discuss further below: a genealogical one, which is primarily interested in tracing the formation of the established conceptual order; and an archaeological one, which attempts to excavate past semantics that were overwritten by or got lost before the formation of the modern conceptual order. Before getting to these two approaches and the precise contributions of the articles to this special issue (section 4), we should however say a few more words on conceptual history in general and its usage in Near Eastern Studies thus far (2), as well as those premises and promises that we deem especially relevant for our purposes (3).   

2. Conceptual History gone Near East: the place of this special issue

Conceptual History has come to be one of the main tracks in intellectual history writing in the past few decades. Since the 1960s, two main schools, Reinhart Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte and the Cambridge School led by Quentin Skinner and J.G.A. Pocock, have challenged the way the history of ideas had conventionally been written. Main lines of criticism in both approaches were a dissatisfaction with the notion of ideas as timeless, abstract and ahistorical units, with teleology and anachronism, and with the established canon of great thinkers
. Instead, they emphasized paying attention to language, proper contextualisation, historicism and inclusion of a wider variety of sources. While Koselleck’s approach focused on diachronic analyses of concepts in the longue durée, the Cambridge School favoured synchronic analysis of concepts and arguments through detailed contextualization of their socio-political usages. That these approaches complement each other rather well has not escaped their students. Particularly in the last two decades, academic organizations such as the History of Concepts Group have strengthened and promoted both variants, at the same time testing the applicability of their methodological lessons in different non-Western contexts. Recent contributions to the field proposed a more comprehensive approach under the banner of the history of political languages, arguing for further convergence of different approaches including Foucauldian genealogy.
 Scholars working in the flourishing field of comparative political thought are also calling for detailed histories of indigenous political terms and concepts as a prerequisite to proper comparative studies.
  

The necessity to revise some of the assumptions of Conceptual History, and the need to overcome national boundaries has been a central concern for a while. In addressing these questions, Margrit Pernau has been playing a leading role.
 Several edited volumes pursuing Conceptual History on a global scale further testify to this.
 In addition, a number of programmatic articles have addressed the state and prospect of Conceptual History for different regions and languages.
 This wider expansion of Conceptual History makes clear that while retaining its core assumptions, the approach plays out differently in different fields of research, facing particular challenges and yielding specific potentials. 

Conceptual History of Near Eastern languages is a still rather recent, but increasingly popular trend of research. It is not a clearly defined and delimited field, but overlaps with and potentially integrates research on different languages that are often treated separately due to methodological nationalism
 and disciplinary boundaries. When it comes to modern concepts, connections between Arabic, (Ottoman) Turkish and Persian seem to be less explored than translations from Italian, French or English into any of these languages. Travel and transfer of concepts between intellectual hubs such as Istanbul, Cairo, Beirut, Baku, Delhi and Tehran deserve closer inspection. Intellectual history of the Nahda or Ottoman modernization are still narrated independently of each other with minor exceptions that prove the rule. For instance, Omnia El Shakry’s otherwise excellent review article on modern Arab intellectual history has no mention of the Ottoman side,
 and Ottomanists appear largely indifferent towards Arabic intellectual history. The inclusion of other languages of the Ottoman Empire, such as Greek or Armenian, in future research is warranted, too.
 Actually realizing this potential obviously depends on the language skills of researchers. In principle, however, Conceptual History is well situated to integrate research on languages that are often treated separately. This is attested to by volumes researching the evolution of a common concept in a host of languages.
 As an approach that is being used in different disciplines, it also facilitates the bridging of specialized subfields. In this issue, this is illustrated by the fact that its contributors are at home in a variety of disciplines, from Political Science over Arabic Studies and Religious Studies to Ottoman Studies. At the same time, this variety means that Near Eastern Conceptual History is not a field of research that is bounded externally, nor is it internally homogeneous in its questions, foci and more specific aims. What we highlight in this introduction are its most central and commonly shared questions and aims. 

Confining ourselves to Arabic and (Ottoman) Turkish here, we note that until five years ago, there existed only few studies on broader semantic transformations in these languages.
 These studies remained rather individual attempts and did not offer much self-reflective methodological discussions. Moreover, some of them operated within the paradigm of Westernization.
 In recent years, however, several monographs on conceptual transformations in Arabic and Ottoman Turkish have appeared, some of which also contain overarching programmatic reflections.
 Panels, workshops and conferences also attest to the relevance, utility and popularity of conceptual histories of Near Eastern languages, and contribute to the development and integration of this field of research.
 

This special issue thus marks not the beginning, but a first culmination of such collective efforts under a common interest and pointing to future avenues of research. Of the six contributions assembled here, three are dealing with Ottoman Turkish concepts (Topal and Wigen, Sigalas, Dressler), and three with Arabic ones (Abu-ʿUksa, Guth, Jomier). Alp Eren Topal and Einar Wigen trace the medical metaphors used for the state in Ottoman political writing from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, exploring the benefits of looking beyond individual concepts into epistemic foundations. Nikos Sigalas and Markus Dressler both analyse transformations in the Ottoman concept of millet. Their contributions not only complement each other chronologically, but also in terms of focus and emphasis. They thereby illustrate both the ability of Conceptual History to discern long-term changes as well as its being fruitful for varied and yet complementary research interests: Sigalas traces the concept from classical Arabic sources to Ottoman Turkish, employing a wide range of sources from multiple registers. Dressler’s article chronologically takes off where Sigalas’ analysis ends, namely in the 1830s, discussing, among other aspects, the relative secularization of the concept millet. Among the articles on Arabic, Wael Abu-ʿUksa provides a genealogy of the concept of civilization (tamaddun) in works by al-Ṭahṭāwī (1801–73) by attending to the classical Arabic usages of tamaddun and related concepts, to which al-Ṭahṭāwī resorted. Abu-ʿUksa thereby decidedly complements previous research that had focused on Ṭahṭāwī’s appropriation of French thought. Stephan Guth shows how Khalīl al-Khūrī, in what is often called the first Arabic novel (published in 1859), introduced a new literary aesthetics that combined realism and emotionalism. In addition to the modern transformation of individual terms, Guth brings out the modernity of the genre of the novel itself and locates it in the process of temporalization and subject formation in the region. Augustin Jomier follows the term iṣlāḥ and how it came to designate ‘reform’ among Algerian Ibadis of the early twentieth century. We will abstain from summarizing these contributions in detail here, and would direct readers to the individual abstracts. Instead, we shall refer to individual contributions at pertinent places throughout the introduction, including in the following section, which highlights basic premises of conceptual history that we consider especially fruitful in our field.
 

3. Premises and Promises of (Near Eastern) Conceptual History: Emic and etic categories, ruptures and continuities, multiple layers and registers, temporalities 

One major asset of Conceptual History is its emphatic distinction between emic and etic categories. The focus on how actors themselves conceived of and conceptualized their times prevents the ahistorical and often teleological projection of analytical categories and periodisations that were inevitably formed with the “benefit” of hindsight. An eminent case in point are recent debates about reconceptualising those socio-political and intellectual processes conventionally subsumed under the categories of Tanzimat and Nahḍa. Research that focuses on the formation of these very concepts and how contemporary actors understood them, proves especially rewarding in this regard.
 This does not at all mean that analytical categories or periodisations formed later are inevitably flawed and useless. They remain indispensable for identifying and making sense of broader trends as well as relating individual phenomena to larger patterns. That being said, special caution seems in order when an etic category is supposedly based on an emic one, as is, to give another prominent example, the case with the analytical category of ‘Salafism’ which suggests its being modelled on salafiyya.

While etic and emic categories are to be distinguished heuristically, it is equally important to see that they do, in fact, mutually influence each other. The notion of decline discussed above is a paramount example for the conversation between internal and external observers of Ottoman society. As Topal and Wigen’s article in this issue points out, a narrative of Ottoman decline was first constructed in Ottoman political writing as a dissolution of the Ottoman social and political order from the late sixteenth century onward. Later, it was picked up by modern Orientalists and also Ottomans to explain the “belatedness” of Ottoman modernity. Augustin Jomier provides another example for the mutual influence of emic and etic categories in his analysis of the development of the concept of iṣlāḥ among early twentieth century Ibadis in Algeria. He demonstrates how iṣlāḥ gradually, and later than often assumed, acquired notions of reform in a modern sense, and how these notions were solidified under the influence of French scholarship and the impact of political events. 

Next to heuristically distinguishing between emic and etic categories while recognizing their historical entanglement, equal attention has to be given to the possibilities of both rupture and continuity. In the end, only the actual analysis of sources will show to what extent and on which levels either process was at work. Individual research projects will have to complement each other in this regard, given their different premises and priorities concerning this question. On the paradigmatic level, an interest in continuities of traditions has, in the last two decades, replaced the assumption of modernity as rupture. In this issue, this shows especially in Abu-Uksa’s interest in al-Ṭahṭāwī’s Arabic sources, rather than his known French influences. Clearly, both aspects complement each other in the end. After all, it was characteristic of Arabic and Ottoman intellectuals in colonial modernity that they appropriated and integrated classical sources from both their own linguistic traditions and contemporary French and English sources. Rather than a full rupture or seamless continuity, the formation of modern concepts was marked by this double appropriation and reconfiguration, which reflects Ze’evi’s above-mentioned overarching considerations on modernity having only formed in the colonial encounter. 

Whether individual projects primarily bring into view ruptures or continuities, also hinges on the time-span selected for analysis. A focus on individual moments of crisis will likely foreground rupture, but may also bring into view the reconfiguration of past semantics. Such reconfiguration often follows from the aim to master that moment of crisis, as the case of al-Ṭahṭāwī also suggests. Analysing semantic transformations over the longue durée tends to highlight continuities, but is also capable of identifying rapid or gradual shifts, particularly when dealing with terminological stability. This is the case with technical terms, whose meanings expanded significantly when they moved from the specialized genre of fiqh into wider public debates, a prominent example being maṣlaḥa.
 Rather than consistent long-term development or sudden change, singular events may speed up and catalyse extant gradual transformations. Jomier provides a case in point, showing that the novel meaning of iṣlāḥ took hold gradually in intellectual debates over the moyenne durée, and then was solidified and established through singular political events and motivations. This finding also underlines the promises of joint attention to intellectual and socio-political history when attending to both ruptures and continuities.

In all cases, one ought to bear in mind the different layers and speeds of conceptual change, which will vary according to a variety of factors, including, but not limited to, the variation in registers, genres and actors under scrutiny. Against the presumption of unilinear and all-encompassing processes, Conceptual History foregrounds different speeds of semantic transformations. Not all meanings will be present to all actors at all times, and some early meanings may even be almost fully overwritten by later layers. They can, however, be brought up again analytically. The representativeness of a concept’s usage by a necessarily limited number of actors is further enhanced by two premises: one, as social factors, concepts and their meanings, are shared among social groups; two, individual concepts are embedded into wider semantic webs to which their analysis leads. Thus, the analysis of individual concepts can bring into view larger semantic and epistemic constellations and transformations. Sigalas’ article in this issue demonstrates the variation in the use of the term millet through the early modern era in different registers. This builds upon and provides nuance to previous scholarship that relied mainly on a limited number of official documents to argue for a simplistic account of the concept’s history before modernity. Dressler’s article further adds to this picture by highlighting the highly polysemic character of millet in the second half of the nineteenth century as well as the resistance of lexicographers to semantic innovation. 

One other key element of Conceptual History that we would highlight here is the premise, coined by Koselleck and refined subsequently, that basic social and political concepts (Grundbegriffe) are inherently temporal since they reflect a particular constellation of how the past, present and future are interpreted and imagined. Each concept bears a “space of experience” and a “horizon of expectation” whose particular constellations point to larger temporal regimes and narratives. While a particular period may be hegemonically dominated by one temporal regime (e.g. progress in modernity) there is always a multiplicity of alternative and competing temporal regimes, which may be carried by counter-concepts or be present in the multiple layers of the same concept. To illustrate this, Koselleck uses the geological metaphor of Zeitschichten (temporal layers or sediments of time).
 Neither pre-modern nor modern temporalities would be uncontested hegemonic representations in their own context. Accordingly, Topal and Wigen’s article in this issue argues for a shift towards a more temporalized understanding of decline in the early modern Ottoman political writing, emphasizing the limits of this temporal vision. Just as arguments for decline and calls for reform took place in a continuum between the conservation of the status quo and proactive reform in the early modern Ottoman Empire, modern concepts of progress and civilization met with resistance and produced alternative temporalities (e.g. radical fundamentalism or orthodox traditionalism) which were decidedly modern even as they rejected a purely linear understanding of universal historical time. Thus, concepts and temporalities are contested both in a given period and across time. 

4. Genealogy and Archaeology: two complementary strategies

Following up on these considerations and equipped with these potential foci, we perceive of two basic, complementary strategies for conducting Near Eastern Conceptual History, the first of which could be labelled “genealogical” and the second “archaeological”.
 Briefly put, the archaeological strategy embarks on a quest to excavate what has been lost, not least due to the impact of modernity. The genealogical strategy, in turn, takes modernity as its explicit starting point and does ask the question of “how did we get there”, i.e. how did modern concepts form in Near Eastern languages. Both strategies notably pursue the same overarching aim of elaborating a model of the formation of Near Eastern modernity that accounts for both continuities and ruptures, patterns and contingencies. While having different starting points, the avenues pursued by both strategies will eventually cross. For under the archaeological aim of excavating concepts that have been lost, one will also uncover meanings that still bear on the present. In turn, under the genealogical aim of tracing the formation of established modern concepts, one will inevitably bring into view previous alternatives to what eventually became established in contingent historical processes. While thus not only complementary, but also leading to each other, let us present these two avenues of inquiry separately. 

4.1 The genealogical interest in how we got there: the formation of modern concepts
The genealogical approach rests on the observation that the most foundational modern political, social and religious concepts have come to be shared in Near Eastern and European languages. To stress this fundamental commonality does not at all mean to assert homogeneity or universality of concepts epitomized by Western or Christian traditions. Still, Near Eastern and European concepts have become most intricately and permanently entangled in modernity, through translation and gradual convergence of social and political organization. One must not assume that modern socio-political institutions and norms had been fully formed and embraced in the “West” by the time they were translated into Near Eastern languages.
 In both contexts, they were constantly contested and in flux. Equally important, in dense nets of communications, it was local actors themselves – and not only academic observers –, who have related and thereby converged corresponding concepts in Arabic, Turkish, Persian, French, English, and German. This convergence does not mean that actors understood and used these concepts identically. That would not even be true for the various interpretations of a concept among the speakers of the same language. Whether in intralingual or interlingual communication, it is characteristic of basic concepts that their meanings and functions are always “contested”
. 

Thus, for example, one may debate to what extent the Arabic dawla and the English ‘state’ are in fact synonymous, that is, to what extent they cover the same semantic range or fulfil the same function. This, however, is equally debatable for dawla and Turkish devlet, for ‘the state’ and the French l’État, and even for different usages of ‘the state’ within the English-speaking realm. Translation, in this sense, is a matter of degree.
 And while a concept in any given language retains semantics of earlier usages in this language, it also takes up semantics of corresponding concepts in related languages. To what extent either of these two aspects plays a role, can only be determined on a case-by-case basis. What should be clear, is that the very debate to what extent dawla and ‘the state’, or any other two concepts that became entangled are synonymous, is only possible because of these concepts being basically shared across Near Eastern and European languages. This fact of shared basic concepts in modernity entails the question of the means and channels through which basic concepts became established and converged in different languages, that is, the question as to the genealogies of these concepts. 

As with emic and etic categories, one should distinguish between genealogies that local actors put forward themselves and genealogies established by the researcher, knowing that they influence each other reciprocally. Genealogies established by local actors will display variation also according to the languages that actors consider “prestige languages”,
 which often overlap with those discursive traditions and genres that they appropriate or even identify themselves with.
 For example, the editor of the Islamic journal al-Manār, Rashīd Riḍā (1865–1935) would use the classical Arabic-Islamic term of umma to conceptualize the modern idea of society. He thereby also conceived of society differently than those more secular intellectuals who popularized the term mujtamaʿ, also as a translation of the French société. As an example for competing genealogies, take the case of sociology: The Egyptian intellectual Ṭaha Ḥusayn in 1917 finished his PhD on the social philosophy of Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) under the supervision of Émile Durkheim. Ḥusayn, who perceived of Egypt as participating in modern European culture, denied that Ibn Khaldun was a sociologist, for sociology was only founded in modern Europe. Other Arab or Muslim sociologists conceive of an Arab or Islamic society with particular characteristics. Consequently, they argue for an Arab or Islamic sociology, including its own sociological tradition.
 Such constructions of tradition can be – and have been – characterized as apologetic and ahistorical. However, they do also illustrate that our common present can be based on a variety of competing genealogies. 

Academic observers, too, inevitably establish genealogies from within a specific position in the present. Their task as academic, rather than political or medial actors, is to reflect this positionality, and to elaborate on which basis they establish a genealogy and how broadly representative they think it to be. On the broadest possible level, one would stress layers of meaning as inscribed into concepts. On this assumption, semantic changes can be discerned from a variety of historically dispersed sources, which would not necessarily be directly or even continuously connected with each other. This approach suggests itself for truly longue durées and will almost inevitably miss nuances between different actors’ conceptualizations of the term in question and the genealogies they perceive of. In turn, a focus on particular actors or a more narrowly defined corpus will bring these nuances into view, but this requires careful consideration of the extent to which they are representative of more general trends. Regardless of the concrete basis on which we, historians, establish genealogies, we will follow both a semasiological and an onomasiological line of inquiry, that is, we will both take those terms that became established for the concept in question (i.e. that became a basic concept) as guiding unit of analysis and will consider other terms sharing in the semantic field or having the same function as the basic concept.

Both in genealogies established by historical actors and by academic observers, a central question is to what extent modernity constituted a rupture, and to what extent this rupture is due to the impact of concepts from European languages. Only by attending to the pre-colonial usages of those Arabic and Turkish terms that came to render the modern concepts of socio-political order can we assess the extent to which the conceptualization of the modern order was sparked and shaped by hegemonic European modernity as well as the degree to which it drew on previous semantic usages and continued earlier transformations. Moreover, as noted above, one must not presume a unidirectional or comprehensive process of semantic transformations, but rather remain sensitive to differences between actors, genres and registers and to the continuing coexistence of multiple temporalities and semantic layers. 

Under a genealogical strategy, it is from the moment of the formation of modernity that earlier semantic transformations are brought into view. But it often proves difficult to discern the relation between earlier semantic transformations or moments of crisis and those leading to modernity. This is partly due to the concept of “tradition” being decisively remade (and even coined) under the (modernist) self-assertion of modernity. This means that central pre-modern figures became marginalized or even forgotten, while previously marginal figures were given central space.
 Relatedly, pre-modern semantic resources as well as semantic shifts became inaccessible or obscure to modern actors. This is one of the major reasons why the genealogical line of inquiry has to be complemented with the archaeological one.

4.2 The archaeological interest in what has been lost: pre-modern concepts and transformations

While pre-modern semantic transformations factor in under the genealogical approach, too, they are really central to the archaeological interest. Revisionist historiography on the early modern Near East has demonstrated that there was a vibrant and dynamic intellectual life before the advent of Western imperialism.
 Scholars have found evidence of significant conceptual shifts particularly in social and political vocabulary, concurrent with the global political and economic shifts shared with much of the early modern world.
 Parallel to this, recent research in Islamic Studies has convincingly argued for significant conceptual movement in the eighteenth century religious scholarship before the advent of colonialism.
 A century earlier than Islamic modernists from the turn to the twentieth century, religious scholars from Southeast Asia to North Africa called for reform and renewal, emphasizing ijtihād over taqlīd. However, the relation between these two historical moments is to be ascertained with more nuance: in addition to continuity in conceptual transformations, one has to consider the possibilities of forgetting, of ignoring, and of retrospective appropriation.

We would hypothesize that certain registers and genres are more stable and resilient than others. As Topal and Wigen’s contribution demonstrates, there was a certain continuity in the bureaucracy-centred political literature, whereby arguments for decline were refashioned in each era through different conceptual schemas.
 While such continuity in the state-centric archives is not surprising, many other registers and their conceptual innovations appear to have been lost in the modern era. As Sigalas’ and Dressler’s contributions show, although the semantic shifts in the concept of millet brought it closer to “nation” as “confessional identity”, the nineteenth century lexicographers and commentators avoided citing classical definitions when translating “nation” as millet. This could be explained, as Dressler notes, with reference to the essentially conservative attitudes of lexicographers and/or political concerns with regard to religious minorities. Some pre-modern registers and conceptual shifts therein may also have gotten lost in the transition to modernity. Rather than systematically investigating the classical semantics of indigenous concepts, Near Eastern intellectuals from the mid-nineteenth century onwards seem to have focused more on the compatibility of these concepts and those translated from European languages. 

Religious concepts are another example of different registers having different paces or rhythms of transformation. Obviously, we need to keep in mind the very historicity of the categories of “the political” and “the religious” and their modern imprints. Still, knowledge production in pre-modern times, too, was institutionalized through education, profession, and genre conventions, so that one could identify fields of knowledge organized in a hierarchy. With the rise of the print public, however, we witness both a relative separation of realms horizontally and spilling of religious debates into a larger public arena. In many contexts, this transformation led to a dual life of religious concepts: one in the specialized institutions of religious learning and the other in the increasingly inclusive public sphere epitomized by the print culture. Previously technical and specialized terms were put to broader cultural and intellectual use (e.g. maṣlaḥa, ijtihād, bidʿa). Their ongoing usage nevertheless ensured a greater continuity of classical and modern semantics than in less particular fields of knowledge. Thus, while religious concepts, too, were contested in any given era through debates over reform and limits of innovation, terminological stability might suggest historical stability and continuity that can be deceptive. 

Contemporary scholars working on Muslim revivalism before modernity largely agree that eighteenth century debates and ideas on renewal and reform should not be seen as precursors to the late nineteenth century reform movements.
 The former were focused on purifying and preserving religious tradition whereas the latter were set on coming to terms with the innovations of modernity. As such, any attempt to establish an organic tie between the two would be teleological. Still, shifting our focus from the motivations and goals of actors to the concepts they used, we could hypothesize that the semantic layers constituted by eighteenth century revivalism facilitated the late nineteenth century reformism. Even though this was of course not foreseen by the former, the very fact that the latter were able to appropriate earlier debates and figures in their genealogy alone should urge us to consider the possibility that while these pre-modern and modern debates may have different contexts and concerns, they may share similar conceptual problems. Further research is needed to establish the fate of these concepts over the longue durée and between individual moments, rather than merely comparing movements, œuvres, general ideas and figures.   

In any case, early modern semantic transformations and conceptual shifts seem to have been mostly lost to modern observers, be it scholars or historical actors. While “classical” authors were referenced also in modernity, as Abu-‘Uksa’s contribution exemplifies, it really is the postmodern moment which created renewed interest in pre-modern semantic resources and transformations. Besides the stamp of the decline paradigm, one reason for this oversight is the relatively slow pace of change in the pre-modern era coupled with the difficulty of longue durée research on pre-modern sources.
 Scholars have tended to work on individual works or the œuvre of one author. For all its achievements, such a focus can hardly bring into view continuities and ruptures, especially due to the slow pace of change. Prior to modernity, in Near Eastern traditions genre conventions were highly revered, imitation was a form of flattery, and innovation was not generally prized. This does not mean that there was no novelty; rather, as noted above, authors would not explicitly aspire to novelty or challenge acquired wisdom directly. As such, innovation in content and style is usually perceptible only in research on longue durée, which by necessity covers a larger sample of texts. It is against the backdrop of classical conventions, which tended to not explicate the authors’ subjectivity that we need to think about Guth’s emphasis on the subjectivation, temporalization, dramatisation and emotionalization represented by the emerging genre of novel in the nineteenth century. 


While the choice between the genealogical and the archaeological approach rests on the particular research question and period under study, Turkish, compared to Arabic, lends itself more to archaeological inquiry due to its heavily chequered past in the last two centuries. Both the transition from Arabic to Latin script in the 1920s and the ensuing state-led policy of “purifying” Turkish and distancing it from Arabic and Persian has created a relatively greater rupture in comparison to other Near Eastern languages.
 As such, contemporary Turkish speakers would not recognize most of the vocabulary let alone the semantic baggage when reading a nineteenth century text. That being said, the difference between Turkish and Arabic in this regard is not categorical, but a matter of degree. For each language, the question of continuity and rupture will also vary according to the types of sources consulted. And while our focus here is on modernity, we see no reason why the methodological premises and considerations of Conceptual History should not be put to use by historians working on earlier periods, too. 

The question of the selection of sources and their representativeness weighs in even more under the archaeological approach than the genealogical one. After all, a researcher pursuing the latter approach will primarily focus on those public debates, which eventually shaped those concepts that have become established. After the advent of publishing houses in the second half of the nineteenth century, these have largely been newspapers, journals, and books coming out of private presses. Certainly, these sources ought to be complemented by additional types of documents, but they form a most solid starting point and core of inquiry. What is more, Arabic and Turkish newspapers and journals are increasingly available as digitized versions.
 The enhanced possibilities of the Digital Humanities for Arabic script further facilitate research on large corpora, enabling the identification of broader representative trends as well as individual usages that might not have become established.

The archaeological interest faces greater obstacles regarding the selection of sources and the means of analysing them. As a very basic, but crucial issue, the number of unedited or even uncatalogued manuscripts continues to be overwhelming. Moreover, these texts were produced in a great variety of genres, from poetry and legal petitions to political treatises and theological tracts. Also, the accuracy of OCR for manuscripts in Arabic script has not yet reached the minimum level required for usable results. The recently suggested inclusion of material artefacts as sources of Conceptual History
 forms another interesting avenue of research, which in Near Eastern Studies however has yet to prove its feasibility and productiveness. At least for now, the archaeological strategy will probably produce less representative results, but will rather put a premium on detailed analyses of individual texts in order to bring to light past semantic usages and structures.

5. The Quest for a Historical Model: in lieu of a conclusion

Since this special issue focuses on modern concepts, its contributions fall in line with the genealogical, more than with the archaeological approach. Some frame their research explicitly as genealogical (Dressler, Sigalas), others do so more implicitly. And some focus on rather short moments of semantic transformations in modernity (Guth, Jomier), alluding to earlier moments for the sake of comparison, while others detect earlier semantic layers through their direct usage by individual modern authors (Abu-ʿUksa), and yet others establish more continuous trajectories of semantic change (Sigalas, Topal and Wigen). All, however, address the question of continuity and rupture in the formation of modern concepts. In this concluding section, we would like to get back to the more abstract aim of establishing a general model of the conceptual formation of Near Eastern modernity.

Under the specific interest in the formation of modernity, the metaphor of the Saddle Period (Sattelzeit) developed by Koselleck remains the most prominent tool on offer. In this issue, it is used by Guth and Jomier to frame the semantic transformations they discerned. To recapitulate briefly, Koselleck had coined that metaphor to highlight the transitional period from the pre-modern to the modern world, which for the German context he provisionally dated between 1750 and 1850. It should be clear that the Sattelzeit – and especially the much-debated image of the Sattel (saddle) chosen rather spontaneously by Koselleck – does not in itself describe a given period, but rather marks a research interest and integrates individual projects through the formulation of specific hypotheses. While the Sattelzeit has received a great deal of criticism since, not least for its modernist and Eurocentric bias,
 it still has, in a reworked sense, a fruitful role to play in Conceptual History of Near Eastern languages, for which it can roughly be dated between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth century.
 Two concrete aspects of the Sattelzeit that remain fruitful are the processes of temporalization (Verzeitlichung) and politicization (Politisierung) identified by Koselleck.
 Temporalization most clearly manifested itself in the paradigms of civilization (Ar. tamaddun, madaniyya; Tr. temeddün, medeniyyet) and progress (Ar. taraqqī, taqaddum, Tr. terakki, ilerileme) in the nineteenth century. Just as the fruitful role of the Sattelzeit hinges on an interest in the formation of modern concepts, its provisional dating rests on a conception of modernity as having formed in the colonial encounter. Under the research interest marked by the Sattelzeit, the aim has to remain to work through its hypotheses in order to arrive at a more saturated historical model. 

For constructing such a model, the contributions to this issue solidify extant corner stones and provide additional building blocks. They show that classical Arabic and Ottoman Turkish concepts remained at the disposal of and were appropriated by modern Near Eastern authors. Against obsolete models contrasting (Eastern) tradition and (Western) modernity, this is an important fact to be established. Equally important, but more difficult to ascertain are the historical links connecting classical sources and concepts with their modern users over time (for the possibilities of forgetting and rediscovering remain). In this issue, especially the contributions by Sigalas, and by Topal and Wigen, underline the pathways from earlier transformations to the formation of modern concepts. 

While some of these transformations were superseded by modernity, they also seem to have facilitated the communication between, and ultimately the convergence of concepts from different linguistic traditions in modernity. The larger historical process can indeed be depicted as a great convergence. We here must not digress into debates about convergence or divergence on the socio-political and economic plains, let alone the supposed reasons behind them. On the conceptual level, convergence is clearly what happened. In the age of print capitalism and colonialism, common basic concepts became established through frequent repetition in dense trans-regional nets of communication. As we stressed above, this does not at all imply homogenization of meanings. Different terms were brought forward to conceptualize an idea, and the understandings of basic concepts remained continuously contested. Yet, this very contestation and the divergence in understanding basic concepts precisely attests to, and is made possible by underlying convergence. Different understandings are not misunderstandings. Today, one would be hard-pressed to encounter a society whose basic conception (and also institutional arrangement) of socio-political life differs fundamentally from that shared by modern societies around the globe. It would be equally difficult to find a society that is not divided one way or another in their understanding and usage of basic concepts. The term democracy is shared even in autocratic states and the institution of a central government is upheld even in the presence of strong tribal affiliations. 

As one must not assume a comprehensive and uniform process of semantic transformations, but rather expect different speeds of change between different genres and actors, one can evidently also not expect an all-encompassing process of convergence. Modern political vocabulary came to be shared gradually with contested conceptualizations within and across societies. In the latter regard, hegemony of European powers and international relations played a central role. In Near Eastern societies, this applies to urban intellectuals debating questions of socio-political order in the trans-regionally connected public spheres that attained a new quality since the middle of the nineteenth century. The importance of considering a greater variety of sources beyond the elites does not undermine the model of a great convergence, but rather constitutes a part of its more refined analytical level and hypotheses. Moreover, as has been stressed repeatedly, earlier semantic transformations are inevitable in understanding this great convergence that manifested itself most consequentially from the middle of the nineteenth century.

What, then, about a potential name for such a model that would try and depict its main components? We should bear in mind that the question of the extent to which names fulfil the aim of integrating and directing research, hinges not only on historical plausibility, but also on them being attractive catchwords. As such, they have to be taken in a somewhat playful manner. The success of the Sattelzeit is a case in point here. Historical and analytical complexity cannot be reflected in that name, but rather figure on the analytical level, central hypotheses and components of which we summarized above. On the more figurative level, the image of modernity as a plate compactor captures key aspects of our tentative model. Building on the already prevalent geological metaphor of sedimentation (Zeitschichten), we picture the modernization process as a plate compactor, which compresses semantic layers coming from different traditions. While modern concepts dominate the surface, smoothing out all the layers below, they still do not erase them. Some layers and materials get completely reformed or amalgamated under pressure whereas some remain intact or at times get calcified and fossilized. And some of these layers are discoverable only through projects of excavation whereas others break out to the surface through the agency of actors when modernity wears thin in times of crisis. While the plate compactor refers to modernity as an epistemic regime, it was historical actors handling it on the ground and putting it to their uses. Other actors would work different grounds or even object to the process of compacting. After the completion of this process, (postmodern) attempts to uncover earlier layers or to compile a new surface cannot but work themselves through the solidified ground left by the plate compactor; and the differences in socio-political conceptions we observe today reflect the variety of buildings that can be erected (but also modified or even destroyed) on the common ground that we stand on, whether we like it or not. 

Independently from this suggested metaphor, more explicitly comparative and global perspectives have a fruitful role to play in future projects of Near Eastern Conceptual History. The possibility and value of comparison and the importance of historical entanglements are attested to by several contributions to this issue. Previous research that we cited had shown additional parallels between early modern developments in the Ottoman Empire and in Europe. Departing from these findings, one important next step would be to design research projects more explicitly within a comparative framework or under a global perspective. This would also bring to bear further the interdisciplinary potential of Conceptual History. 
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