Unlocking the Untold Story: Foreign And
Local Schools In Ottoman Syria And Mandate
Lebanon 19-20th Century

In the annals of history, the educational landscape of Ottoman Syria (present-day
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and Palestine) and Mandate Lebanon during the
19th and 20th century remains a fascinating but less-explored chapter. This
article aims to shed light on the influential role played by foreign and local schools
in shaping the educational, cultural, and social fabric of the region during that

time period.

The Educational Melting Pot

The Ottoman Empire, once an influential global power, presided over a diverse
population with a rich mosaic of cultural and religious backgrounds. As the empire
expanded into the Arab lands, it faced the challenge of providing education to a
wide array of communities, from Muslims and Christians to Jews and Druze,

among others.

Foreign schools, founded by European Christian missions and religious
institutions, were among the first institutions to offer modern education in Syria
and Lebanon. Both Catholic and Protestant missionaries established schools that

introduced new teaching methods, curricula, and languages.
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At the same time, local schools began to emerge, focusing on Islamic, Jewish,
and Christian education. Islamic schools, or madrasas, offered instruction in
religious studies while Jewish schools catered to their respective communities.
Christian schools, epitomized by notable establishments such as the Syrian
Protestant College (now known as the American University of Beirut),aimed to
provide a western-style education with an emphasis on Christian values, often
serving as a bridge between the traditional Ottoman society and the modernizing

world.

The Impact of Foreign Schools

Foreign schools brought a breath of fresh air to the region's educational
landscape. They introduced modern teaching methods, which encompassed
critical thinking, scientific inquiry, and a more comprehensive curriculum,
propelling the Arab world into the Enlightenment era. Students attending foreign
schools were exposed to European languages and cultures, enabling them to

navigate the changing political and cultural climates of the time.

Some of the most influential foreign schools established during this period include
the Jesuit College of Beirut, the Syrian Protestant College, the Alliance Israélite

Universelle, and the American School for Girls, among others. These schools
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played a pivotal role in nurturing the intellectual and cultural heritage of the
region, producing generations of renowned scholars, politicians, writers, and

artists.

Local Schools and Educational Reform

As the educational landscape evolved, local schools also played a critical role in
shaping the region's intellectual and societal development. Islamic schools,
adhering to traditional religious teachings, served as important centers of

knowledge and played a significant role in preserving Arab culture and heritage.

Meanwhile, Jewish schools fostered a strong sense of community identity and
provided a solid education to Jewish children, preparing them for both secular

and religious pursuits.

Christian schools, often sponsored by local churches, emerged as crucial agents
of educational reform in the region. These schools paved the way for
modernization by introducing scientific curricula, promoting literacy, and

prioritizing gender equality in education, well ahead of their time.

Legacy and Challenges

The impact of foreign and local schools in Ottoman Syria and Mandate Lebanon
can still be felt today. Many of these schools, such as the American University of
Beirut, remain eminent educational institutions in the region, admired for their

academic excellence and their diverse student bodies.

However, the challenges faced by educational institutions during this period
cannot be overlooked. As foreign schools proliferated, they faced criticism from
those who deemed them as agents of foreign influence. Local schools

encountered their own obstacles, including limited resources and funding.



Yet, the legacy of these schools in promoting cultural exchange, intellectual
growth, and educational reform cannot be understated. They formed the
foundation upon which modern educational systems in Syria and Lebanon were

built.

Unlocking the Hidden Past

In a region characterized by complex political dynamics and cultural diversity, the
story of foreign and local schools in Ottoman Syria and Mandate Lebanon during
the 19th and 20th century is a captivating narrative that deserves further
exploration and recognition. By understanding the role of these schools, we can
better appreciate the transformative impact they had on the intellectual, cultural,
and societal sphere of the region, ultimately shaping the future of education in

Syria and Lebanon and leaving an indelible mark on the fabric of their societies.
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Late Ottoman Bilad al-Sham and Mandate Lebanon were characterized by an
exceptionally dense concentration of diverse educational institutions. Research
on education in this region during the late 19th and early 20th centuries has

hitherto focused on individual institutions or movements. This volume challenges
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the established narrative and emphasizes the entanglements of individuals,

concepts, and practices. Stemming from an international workshop held at the

Orient-Institut Beirut in April 2012, the studies on local and foreign schools

collected in this volume illuminate the manifold debates that entwined students,

teachers, and the public over how to create a modern Arab society and the role

education could play within that endeavor.
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