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SHAYKH ‘ABD AL-QADIR AL-QABBANI
AND THAMARAT AL-FUNUN

Hisham Nashabi
American University of Beirut

THIS IS a very opportune time to write about Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir
al-Qabbani; last year was the centenary of Jam‘iyyat al-Maqasid al-
Islamiyya in Beirut,! which he founded in 1878 and which rerains
his most important contribution to the revival of the Muslim
community in the Lebanon. Our attention in this essay shall be
devoted, however, to Thamarat al-Funiin, the newspaper which he
founded a few years before the founding of al-Maqasid.

It is, in fact, ironical that al-Shaykh al-Qabbani should be a subject
of study at a symposium devoted to the study of “unexplored
dimensions”; if the importance of a man is to be judged by the in-
fluence he has exercised, not only upon his contemporaries, but
also upon later generations, Shaykh al-Qabbani stands out as pro-
bably one of the most important personalities in the modern cultur-
al history of Lebanon. Jam‘iyyat al-Maqasid which he founded and
became president of its first Administrative Board now runs some
seventy-five schools in Lebanon, with a total enrolment of more
than 26,000 students, a faculty of some 1,300 teachers, in add:tion
to a hospital and numerous social services, thus making it the largest
private educational and social organization in the Arab world. and
may be in the whole of the Muslim world.2

This essay shall be divided into two main sections:
1. The life of al-Qabbani.
2. Thamarat al-Funiin; its history, policy and influence.

The study of Jam‘iyyat al-Maqasid has intentially been omitted
because it falls outside the scope of this symposium, and deserves
separate treatment.

1. cf. Ayyubi, Juhayna, Jam‘iyyal al-Maqasid al-Khayriyya al-Islamiyya fi
Bayrut. M.A. Thesis, American University of Beirut, 1966.

2, Information relative to Jum'ivyal al-Maqagid is available in its yearly cata-
logues and the printed reports of its present-day president Mr. Sa’ib Salan.
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1. The Life of al-Qabbani:

Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Qabbani was born in Beirut in 1264
A.H./1847.3 His father is a certain Mustapha Agha son of Sayyid
‘Abd al-Ghani al-Qabbani who claimed descent from Zayn al-
‘Abidin a grandson of al-lmam al-Husayn son of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib
the fourth Caliph.

The family of al-Qabbani originally came from the Hijaz. It is
reported that it then moved to Iraq and then to Syria in the 11th
century of the Christian era when it established itself in the city of
Byblos and later moved to Beirut where many of the sons and grand-
sons live to this day.

Unconfirmed information says that in 1832 Mustapha Agha, the
grandfather of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir, fought the invading army of
[brahim Pasha in Lebanon. It is reported that Mustapha Agha was
wounded in battle and taken prisoner to Egypt from which he
managed to escape in order to join the caliphal forces in Istanbul.
Dismayed by his escape Ibrahim Pasha ordered the exile of Mustapha
Agha’s family to Cyprus where the Qabbanis stayed until the
withdrawal of the Egyptian forces from Bilad al-Sham. Thus, around
1840 the Qabbanis came to Beirut where they have lived ever since.

Little is known about the early life and education of Shaykh
‘Abd al-Qadir; most probably, like other children of his day, he
studied at the traditional kuttab. The Ottoman educational system
which was witnessing its first reforms reached a very small fraction
of the potential student population. It is reported, however, that
al-Shaykh al-Qabbani studied at al-Madrasa al-Wataniyya establish-
ed in Beirut by Butros al-Bustani (1819-1883).4 As its name indi-
cates, the school of al-Bustani had a “nationalist” rather than a
religious orientation.® We also know that al-Qabbani was taught
by some of the prominent Muslim scholars of his age, some of
whom later became his associates and collaborators. Of his teachers
special reference must be made to al-Shaykh Yusuf al-Asir, al-
Shaykh Muhyiddin al-Yafi and Shaykh Ibrahim al-Ahdab®, all of
whom occupied distinguished positions in the learned circles of
Beirut.

3. Information on the life of al-Qabbani has been gathered by the author
through interviews with some cf al-Qabbani’s relatives still living in Beirut.

4. Daouk, Kamel M. ‘Ulama’una..., I (Beirut 1390 A H./1970).

5. Hourani, Albert. Arab Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939, translated
into Arabic by Karim ‘Azqul. (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar, 1968) 129.

6. For an evaluation of al-Asir and al-Ahdab see ‘Abbud, Marin, Ruwwad al-
nahda al-haditha (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm lil-Malayin, 1952) 72-7.
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