SPAIN BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

By
ANTONIO IGLESIAS LAGUNA

Spain as an Lastern Cowprtry

Among all the Eutepean nations having ever buill & bridge
between Eastern and Western civilization, Spainis perhaps the country
that batter preserved the Orientd heritage. Much betier than Greece,
Ram: or Byzantium. Greece ahsorbed much of the OQriental eulturcs
of her ag:, specially in her orizing, but she remai:ed Greek, I mean
Eurppcan, throughout the centunies. Itis for this very reaton that we,
Europzans, tatk about Greck culture and thought as the living source
of our spititual lile. Rome, lap, was imbibed of Oricntal spirit but
far the Romuns the Qrient consisted only of far-ofT provinces that had
w be protected and raised Lo Roman standards of crvilization, Greeee
form.d the Eurcpean mind, (Byzartium should be considered 2s a
kind oPChristian bulwark able to resisi the Asialic onrush till 1453, in
which year Constantinople was conquered by the Turks.)

Lastly. thc great powers af modern Europe — England  and
France — cam: Lo the Orient with a view to subduing it. Colonizution,
Imp:rialism were means for & political taslcwhich besides the paliticul
enslavemant ineluded  the diffusion of European ideas and(habits but
not the opposits, though the totacimpermzablity wag impssible. Those
coudtries were more interested in (chcup) raw  materialg than in culty-
ral values. Th= antagonism braught 2bout ths jeslousy behween
both of them. In Egypl, for instauce, England and France clashed
i Napoleonic times.  The invasion of Syria proved to bz of no avail
end Napoleon had to return to France in Augus. 1799.but this war only
teflscied the strugele for supremacy in ths Middle East between both
nations. Thair colonia! m:ntality is well illustrated, ag Dr. Alimad
Anwar, Egyptian Ambassador in Madrid remembered in a lecture at
Zaragoza, by the fact that the French Prime Minister, M. Jules Ferry,
denied in the year 1885 bzfore ihe French Assemhly that the Human
Rights Declaration may huve anything Lo do with Negroes.
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thern Spain.  For the same reasons when Franee conquered Mauri-
tania we tooke the necessary steps for protecting the Canary Islands.
Britain, for instance, has more than once tricd to coovert these two
Spanish provinces into a  British colomy.)

We ure living today in a changing worid, in a world where colo-
niatism and umperialiem are regarded as curses we cannot put up with.
In this conuection the Spaniards fee! like all the Afroasian countries
becauss we arc still suflering under colopialism. We are sure of the
finul disappearance of coloniatism, byt in any case nobody can overlook
the Listorical and geographical fac! that Spain and Africa are comple-
mentary paris of & whole. Summing up, it is convenient to remind
oneszlf that Spain, as regards her policies towards the Oriental world,
has becn conquercd before conguering hemself the tiniest bit of land,;
that Spain haslived under Oriental influence 2.500 years and only exericd
her own infTucnce dring the last five centuries; that even in those bygore
days when my country was asca powerin the Maditerrarean she always
fought a d:fcnsive war, never trying o rule over pzoples, though this
mizht have boon possible io several occasions. It is therelore correcl
to speak of Spanish poitical inhibition (in the Mediterrancan) as well
as of a continuous trwend towards friendship and cultural intercouse
with Arab countrice.

Spain lcarred very much from the Muslims, adopted theic
culture and established blood ties with them. Wi are proud of cur
Acab past.  We believe that this common origin secuzes the continuity
of our friendly relations with the Arab werld, This community of
ideals and interests gives its special flavour to  our spiritual presence in
the Ori¢ntal world though ene must not forget that Spain is an Euro-
pean country and 4 Roman Catholic one.  Our preference for the Arubic
civilization has nothing to do with Imperial prefcrences or  Imperial
rights to be delended with warships, parachutists and airborne troops.
Itis the result of a common destiay. Kinships due to political doni-
nztion, to a colonialist past are doomed to disappear, to show their
real face. (Those who have to suffer under them will only be elad 10
see them in jeopardy, to free themselves from such ,,relaives’. The
Holy Quran says in this coanection : ,,And when the trumpet is blawn
there will be no kinship among them that day, nor will they ask of one
anather™.
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Spain as a Western Country -

Nobody should think I am (trying to make amends for eventual
errors in the past or) (suggerting to show (before your eyes) tha
image of one Spain) that could be an intergral part of the Mussu-
Iman world. Were this the case, one would have to explain how it is
possible that my country be a Roman Cutholic one, that np Muslim
minoritics live there like in Buylgaria or Poland, net to speak of cu
overwhelming Mulima population’ like in Albania. Of course rot.
Spain remains a part of Eurepe.  Spain began her carrier as a modcrn
naiton with the discovery of America, in 1492, i. e. the same year of Lhe
Granada surrender.  Nations must undergo a physicul prowth in order
to achieve historicu) maturity. Importaat arc only the elements compo-
sing national body. On the other hand Spain has absorbed Gricntal
elements during 25 eenturics and they cannot be thought off, ignored,
excluled without maiming the very framework of our soul. Nobody
should, however, think these Oriental clements are the principul ones.
Te belicve thisis the usual crror of some Arab historians, who mistake
themselves and their readers by taking no account of our history as a
wholz, limiting their research to Mushim Spain. Why nol  to Greek.
Carthaginian, Roman, Byzuntine or Visigethic Spain 7 1 don't wish
to refute such an illustricus historian as Amir Ali but I carnot help to
smile when I read these words printed in his famous , History of the
Sarraceny™ @ “The Moors were banished; for a while Chrisizan Spain
shone, like the moon, with a borrowed Lightithen came the eclipse,and
in that dackncss Spain [as grovelled ever since™. The truth is just
the opposite.  Alter having achieved her national maturity in 1492,
Spainrose dunng a eceuplk of centuries to precminence in Eurepe
and throughout the werld, attained her Golden Century. Her definitive
political fallin I398 has to be explained as the result of a hopeless
struggle with rising European powers like Germany, France and Great
Briain. Qur dewnfall is logical duc to the enormous tusk we took on our
shoulders. The reasons for our decuy should not be looked for in the axis
stence or absenge of Mushira communities in our country after 1432,
Had Spain remzined Muslim (until today) duning those hright centu-
ries) the Eurepean nations would not lave spared her, just as they did
not spare the Otteman Empire, Persia, India or the Arab world.
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1 must reassert it. Spain is an Europezn country thouvgh in a
peculiar way having little in commaon with the Europeanism of Germany,
Eisly or Franco.  Europe means for us something else. We e
Europeans as well, mainly Buropeans but not exélusively Europeans.
(Tust as the Russians are European and Asialic at the same time.)

My eountry, due to hec geographical situation lives inside a magic

triangle ' Europe, America and Africa. Not to undcrstand this is
the best way for misunderstanding Spain.  The Frenchmen say ,Afdea
begins at the Pyrenees'”. Well, Africa may beginat the Pyrenees.
We are proud of it, we don't forget there are racial links belween the
Iberian and the  Berber tribes since prehistoric times, In spite of it
Spain differs from Africa just as Afcica differs from Spain. I consider
necessary to lay stress upon  this ceality, (as Muslim historizns went
sometimes so far as to identify Mussulman Spain with Africa and the
Oricnt.  They wrote by the by pages of delicious candour about the
Christain invaders of Al-Andalus) The Spanish arabist Isidro de las
Cagipas has proved that’only & few thousand Muslims have been
neeessary for conquering Visigothic Spain. Including the Almoravide
and Almohads troops who came theteafier, the Arab and African soldiers
occupying the Pendigsula during the famous cight centunes ncver
supposed the bulk of our population, only a small part of it Te put
it in othsr words, the Spamsh Muslims have been no forcigners but
mainly Spaniards converted to Islam.  For tbis reason the reconquest
was sctually acivil war between christian and Mutuiman Spaniands.

Islamic Loleration permitted the existence al big Chrislian and
Hebrew communities in Al-Andalus. Marriages betwaen Christi-
gns Muslims, military allainces between Christian and Muslim princes
with a vicw (o overninning Muslina or Christian encmics bave not been
seldom but, as a matter of fact, the genoral hnv.  The case of Muslim
Spain hearg a striking likeness to that of Muslim India, though there
is a capital differeace : Muslim power was destroyed in the subconti-
nent by Europcan nations, not by the natives themsglves as it happened
in Spain. (Thercfore the outcame has been different : Spain remains
loday a compact, homogenous people; India is composed of peoples
speaking many languages, belonging to many races, believing in many
religions.)
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Spain can be proud of her Arab heritage without forgrilng
her Chnstian tradition. The Muslim presenee in the Peninsula
enriched our spirit, changed it partially but it did not substancially
modify a national geniys which had had occasion for developping
along original lines many centuries before the advent af Islamic
civilisation. Let us pot forpet that Roman Spain supplied the
Roman Empwe with philosopbers, economists, writers, pocts and
emperors.  Tlus, my country had the obligation of maintining a culture,
aspirit that had moulded our mind since the arrival of Greece and Rome
to our coaits. Christianity came with the Romans and it intended to
stay. The Reconguest was started in 718, seven years alfer the Visi-
gothic dcfeat, and the rolling back could not be prevenied by the Mussy-
lmans. it seems ewagacrated to speak of cight centuries of Muslim
Spain. Forty per ocnt  of the Iberian soil had been recenquered as
carly as 1065, at the death of Ferdinand 1. The southernmost point
of the Peninsula, Tarifa, fell in Christian hands in 1292, As 2 malter
of fact Muslim Spain  had been reduced to an enclave two centuries
before the fall of Granada.

Plcase, bear also in mind that Christian Spain was not isolated
from Europe. The Eurpean countries, Italy.and France mainly, gra-
nted Christian Spain the culfiyral and spiritusl suppont she barely needed
for resisting the pressure of Islamic civilization that. a3 everybody
knows, was paramount and better than our own during the first centuries
of this confrontation. Roman tradition. Christian religion and Euras
pean backing in this crucial perlod modslated Spain and made my
country European for ever in spite of the Oriental marks ard the spiri-
tual ties with the American continent. Had Spain been forgotten like
Albania, she would be tody a different land. History decided thus and
1o ipnore its lessons scems the best way for misunderstanding 4 nation.
(To averlook the permanent reality of Christign Spain amounis to forget
the existence of Phuraomic or Ptolomcic Egypt.  The vigorous perso-
nality of Epgypt, il compared with that of other Muslim countries, has
its roots in the histoncsl grandeur beforc Islam. Nomadic peoples
who never produced a greal civilization posssss a single culiural layer.
This might be Lhe case of ths Eskimos not that ol Egypt and Spain.

Arah and European Civilization :

Lzt us see Spain with Buropean eyes. A Genuan, a  Brifon,
a Frcnchman, a Scandinavian will il you that Spain, considered as
an Europeun ¢ountry, 15 2 very quecer ou¢. They notiee racfal, spiri-
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an European country, is a very queer one. They notice racial, spiritieal,
cullural diflcrences we are always awere of. These traits are the sugquel
of our Oriental past, specially of our Arab tradition. In ourliterature,
our folklore there are many traces of this Eastern trend. Spanish
chivalry and hospitality have Islamic roots. The Spanish languape. on
account of our Roman angestors, remaing a Latin langyage up to the
present day; hus, hawever, adopled many thowsands of Arabic and Pecsian
words. The Spanish poetry uses strophee akin to the Arabic oncs.
Our early medieval poetry, as Dumaso Alonso says, has not Provercal
but Muycdim origams. Our oldest poems contdin Arabic and Spanish
words graccfully igtermipgled. TIn present Spain therc arc many towns
and villages the holydays of which — the feasts of Moors znd Chri-
stians — call up those happy days in which bigotry did not hiader a
common life. There is still a Spanish villaze, Benamahoma (Cadiz),
1. e, the town of Mohammed children, wh-re the warlike show 2lways
cnds with'a Muslim vicory.

Thousands of Spanish geogruphical names have an Arebic

origin. This happens becuvs: Al-Andalus wus not simply a reizrvoir
of Isdamie civilisalion but one of iis c¢hief centres. Muslim culiure
devclepped there nurlured by the Spaniards ¢himselves, who fosturcd
it with the same passion they putin the advaneumert of Roman cuolture.
»Whatever can be dene by sheer force of genius of the impulse of some
ardent passton, whether in the physical or in th: spiritual world, that
a Spaniard has done™, wriles the British histeniai Havelock Ellis. The
same author remembers thut the old Iberiuns formed part of a great
Mudilerranean race which reached [rom Spain to Africs, where they
may still be seen in therr present form, by the ancient called Lybians,
by the modern Kabyles and Berbers. A kinship that maintuins itsell
due to the Carthasinian presence in Spain that explained even ip
Roman days, the currous afitnity between Alrica and Spain in the rose-
mbiance in literary spirit between the Latin African writery and Spunish
wrilers.).

Muslim Cordova could boast of a cultural chostian tradmitnt
scveral centuries old going back to Mosius, Seneca and Lucan. It
floursished in Cordova the highest civilization of its time, ils university
was the chief centre of European learping, and Albucasis, Abenzeail
Al Hazem (and Averroes) were the chief scientific luminaries. Any
way I must repeat it, they were Spaniards who developped o Muslim
culture just as centuries bofore ether Spaniards had  developed in

32



the same place the Roman and Chrislian civilizalion. Spain was always
an active, dyami¢ agent of Moslim learning  When the Spanish Muslims
were complled fo leave the Peninsula they iried to maintain alive their
cultural tradition on African soil; but huving beer deprived of their
roots they did not succeed in the long run and brought forth 3 mimeiic
civilization, a constant repetition of the glories of Al-Andalys.

“The inlercst for Muslim culture will on the other hand be kept
alive by Christign Spaniands who travel through Africa and Asia and
sometimes accept Islam. For instance, Leon d= Granada, whose real
name was Hassan ben Mohammed, born at Granada in 1491, apthor
of a(giant) “Deseription of Africa™ (1526); Luis d2 Marmel Carvajal,
wholived 22 years in Afrcea, principaliy in Tunisia, author of a*General
Description of Africa™ (1573); Ali Bey el Abbasl, aready referred to;
Hach Mohammead el Bagdadi (Jos¢ Maria de Murga), and Shrikh
Ismail (Joaquin Gateli).

 have pointed out the survival of Christian Spain inside Muslim
Spain.  This survival accelerated the Reconquesl The Christizn
kingdoms of Nortli Spain Xept a watchful eyz on thesa fellow- believers
and tried to establish thsir rule over them. The Reconquest must
therclore he considered as a roll-back, as a turn of the tide, as a c1vi]
war beiwgen, holh gammunitigs and net as i Spanish invasion af the
Spanish fatheetad).  Code-ra has proved that many Latin langusees aed
dialcets weee spoken in Al-Andalus, whare Arabie was simply the ofitcial
languaze. Latin was at the sane time emploved for literacy end cano-
nical purposes; th: Chrstigns of the VRII-XI conturcs could not
of course ercale acivilisution ravalising with that of Cordova. They
lived on scanty books and had no libracies like that of wl-Hakem IL
Therefere the greut witters of this period ane Muslims like Algazal,
Ibn Abd el-Rzahinl, Aben Hanl, Azzobaidi, Habid, Radia. It is the
great age of zéjel and muwwassoha.  But the Christian teadition instead
of dying away lives underground, in Cordova nself, thanks to the
scholarshup of men like Speraindzo, Sant  Eulogius, Paulo Alvare and
Abbot Sanson.  MNotwitkstunding the Muslum civlization grows and
th: Chrisiian decays. In the days of Abd-ar-Ruhoran 1T there ace
in Cordova only a few Chnstian wntellactuals, who later on migrate te
Northemn Spain, attracted by the intellectual revival of Cluny in ihe
Xil ¢ccptury.  Parallel to it, Mussulman leamming fades away in Al-An-
dalus from the XIII century onwards. Abul Bzka, Alwacaxi and Aben
Cucman ate the lastrepresentatives of afolk fichting now not for Literary

33
3



gupremacy but for physical sorvival, The Spanish Janpuagze is born,
the great medieval authors write their masterpicces, the Sponiards
acquire slowly the sense of nationality and they de their bestin  order
to bring the whole country under their rule.

Sumrming up

Spain has enjoyed the Oriental influence during many centuries
but, T must reassert it, she never forpet her Europcan roois.  Presznt
Spain is the result of this encounter and peaceful ruceting of East and
West. The Western world prevailed at the end but the Omncntal traits
ere thers and nobody can deny them. It is for this reason that Spain
means 4 compromise between both cullures.  She is the only Evropean
naticn who can boast of an Orientel heoiaze without being indeed an
Oziental eountry. In the days of Spanish begemoeny in the world aur
historical destiny held us aloof from the Muslim world and semt us
across the $2as Lo croatc our own civilization in the Western Hemispliere.
Notwithstanding the Mussulman world was never forgotien and the
Spanish speaking ¢ountries overszas have alse got something from the
esscnces of the Spanishsow).  The mudéjar archilecture, that of Muyslim
erchitects working in Christizn Spain, could be the best cxponent of
this. Mudijar, a style which you can find 1n America in the cathedral
of Sunto Damingo, in the house of Diego Colen. in Sunte Domirgo
d¢ Tunja, in San Francisco de Cartazena.  Finully, let us remember
ther are big Syriun, Turkish and Libanesc colonivs in South America
bringinz logether the Arab and Spanish tdeuls. The similarity between
both of tham has payed tha way for coltural movements considercd
unpossiblz one hnudicd yeurs ago, for instance the rovivel oft Arub
poetry. Isit not surprising that some of the grealest Arab poets of this
cenfury weee born in the Wesicrn Hemisphere ? Poets like Fawzi
Maabuf and Al-Karzui bam in Drazil, like Youran Khalil Youbran
end Nuima bom in the USA. like Thias Qonsul botnin Argentine, Ilias
Qonsulis a bilingual post writing both in Arabic and Spanish

Spain, a nation between Last and West, a country that although
it belongs to th> West is proud of ket Omental ancestry.  The only
European lund that has trcasurcd the best essences of the Arab soul
and can thersfare say that its Mmendly relations with the Muslim werld
are deep-rootcd and everlasting.  Spain a ¢ountry witb Buropean mind
and Arab soul.

Antonio Igleslas Laguna
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