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Preface



The Modern Mitltlie East. A Reader emerged from a series of
conversations over the years with our teacher, friend and, ultimately,
collaborator, the late Albert Hourani, who died in Oxford on 17
January 1993. In the 1970s, we had the privilege of attending Albert
Hourani's lectures at Harvard and in Oxford that were to form the
foundation of his magisterial A History of the Arab Peoples. It was
then that he first introduced us to the best periodical and other
essay- length literature on the modern history of the Middle East.
Since that time this literature has grown in size and improved in
quality, in part owing to his encouragement of three generations of
Middle East scholars. As teachers ourselves, we came to be
concerned with the difficulty of making accessible to undergraduates
and beginning graduate students some of the outstanding literature
on the modem Middle East that has appeared during the paSt forty
years. Fortunately, Albert Hourani agreed that a collection of this
literature was warranted. The Reader is designed to complement
Parts IlI-V of A History of the Arab Peoples: The Ottoman Age, The
Age of European Empires, and the Age of Nation-States. It expands
in one direction and narrows in another the geographical scope of
the Hourani book in that non-Arab parts of the Middle East such as
Iran and Turkey are given attention here, but Arab North Africa is
not. We have attempted to highlight a range of themes and topics
concerned with the changing politics, economy, society and
intellectual climate of the Middle East during the previous two
hundred years. Neverthe- less, we acknowledge that the Reader
does not address all relevant themes and topics. Inevitably, there are
many more articles or book chapters that we might have
incorporated had space and cost permitted; some could easily have
been substituted for those we did finally select.
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Albert Hourani made his main contribution to this enterprise far in
advance of ours. He counselled us on what to include in the Reader,



reminding us that the articles should illustrate important themes in
the modem history of the Middle East or the uses of new kinds of
sources. He encouraged us to include a few articles because their
authors have original ideas about their subject that deserve to be
considered. He also contributed the introductory essay. We wish to
thank a number of individuals for helping to make the R

ader possible. There are the authors who permitted us to include
their articles and chapters. There are the dozen anonymous
historians---our peers--who were consulted by Lynne Withey of the
University of California Press as to the desirability of such a
collection and its contents; we found her assistance and their written
comments especially useful. There is Margaret Owen, who
translated Andre Raymond's article on Cairo. There are the
individuals who assisted us in the voluminous correspondence with
authors and publishers that is required by such an enterprise: Ram
Manikkalingam, Elisabeth Stark, and Josephine Bennett, all of M.1.T.
Finally, there is the publication and editorial staff at I. B. Tauris: Helen
Simpson, Roger Wells, Deirdre Clark, Sally Crawford, Emma
Sinclair-Webb, Russell Townsend, John Crabb and, above all, Anna
Enayat, our principal editor; she was herself a close friend and
colleague of Albert Hourani, and has given unstintingly of her time
and energy. To all those who helped us, we are most grateful.

MARY C. WILSON PHILIP S. KHOURY

Leverett. Massachusetts June 1993
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Note on Presentation

In the preparation of this volume, the integrity of the different authors'
own systems of transliteration has been respected; and no attempt
has been made to impose uniform spelling of personal or place
names. The presentation of material like tables has been
standardized but the material itself has not Similarly footnotes have
been extracted from the text and presented in all cases as chapter
notes, but the Content of the notes has not been altered. Where
there is a reference in text or notes to another chapter of the book in
which a particular article originally appeared, the reference has been
expanded to give the full publication details of the original source.
And where there is a reference to a 'forthcoming' work that has since
appeared, full publication details are provided.

Introduction

Atherr Hourani



The study of the modem Middle East, by scholars trained in the
concepts and methods of modem historiography and using them in
order to throw light upon their subject, has existed for some thirty or
forty years, but it is only in the last few years that there has
emerged-in North America and Europe, as well as in the region
itself-a critical mass of scholars and students large enough to ensure
that the study is carried on at a high level. It is in these last years too
that some of the basic sources for it have become easily available. It
takes time for the ideas and conclusions of scholars, working on
materials hitherto unused in order to throw light on a more or less
unexplored and unexplained subject, to find their way into books,
and particularly into textbooks. The normal method of stating and
explaining one's conclusions. particularly if they are still tentative, is
by means of articles in specialized periodicals, and the proceedings
of conferences. It has therefore seemed to us worthwhile to make a
selection of some of the more significant and stimulating articles on
the subject, in order to supplement the few general surveys which
exist. The articles in this book have been chosen by the editors on
the basis of their own personal judgements, but also after wide-
ranging inquiries among teachers of Middle Eastern history in
several countries. They have tried to find articles which convey the
flavour of a particular author's work or the ideas of a school of
thought, which address themselves to important aspects of the
subject, or which make use of the kinds of material which seem likely
to be important for future research.
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For the purposes of this book, the 'Middle East' is regarded as
including the area covered by what are now the states of Turkey,
Iran, and Israel, and the Arab states from Egypt eastwards. This
definition, like all such definitions, is to some extent arbitrary. It would
have been possible to look westwards from Egypt to the Arab
countries of North Africa, or eastwards from Iran to Afghanistan and
south Asia, or westwards again from Turkey to those parts of south-
eastern Europe which for so long formed part of the Ottoman or
"Turkish' Empire. That the area has been defined in this way can be
explained partly by the limits and design of most university courses
on the 'modern history of the Middle East', partly by the limits of
space in this book, but also, and mainly, by the fact that this area has
a sufficient unity of historical experience to enable it to be an
intelligible unit of study. Broad similarities of physical environment
and climate have created comparable economic and social systems:
certain relationships between city and countryside, a certain fragile
balance between different uses of land, for settled agriculture and for
nomadic pasturage. The situation of the region in the world, lying as
it does between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, with
Russia and central Asia to the north and Africa to the south, has
given it, to a great extent, a common political destiny: much of it has
formed part of great empires, some of them created within the region
itself (those of Egypt and Mesopotamia in ancient times, then of
Byzantium and the 'Abbasid caliphate, then of the Ottomans and
Safavids in early modern times) or having their centres outside (that
of Rome and, in modern times, those of Britain and France). The
region was the heartland where the religion oflslam first appeared
and its first great empire grew up; within the empire there developed
a distinctive society, created by the formation of new links between
the countries of the Indian Ocean and those of the Mediterranean,
and a civilization in which the thought and art of the Greek and
Persian worlds were given new forms and directions by the
acceptance of the religion oflslam, and of Arabic as a language of
high culture. The unity should not be exaggerated, however. Each
region, and even each city, had its own historical experience and its
distinctive and continuing interests. Within each district, there were
always differences and tensions between the high literate culture



and the folk-culture of the urban poor and of peasants and nomads.
In many cities and villages, although Islam became the religion of the
majority and of power, Christian, Jewish and other communities
continued to exist. A broad division gradually appeared between the
western part of the Islamic world, where Arabic was the main
language of culture and for centuries the ruling elites were drawn
from Turkish or other immigrant groups from central Asia, and the
eastern part, where Persian was a language of high culture
alongside Arabic and where other ruling elites held power,
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although they too tended to be of Turkish ongm. This division found
expression, in early modern times, in the formation of two great
empires, those of the Ottomans in the west and of the Safavids in
the east Political conflicts between them expressed themselves in
religious terms: the Ottomans maintained the Sunni form of Islam,
while the Safavids proclaimed Shicism as the official religion of their
state.

This book confines itself to the 'modern' period, that is to say, the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. All divisions of the continuum of
historical time are bound to some extent to be arbitrary, but the
changes which have taken place in the Middle East, as in the rest of



the world, during the last two centuries have been so great and have
gone so deep that they can be regarded as forming a new and
distinctive period in the history of the world. Of course, it would not
be correct to talk in terms of a complete break with the past, as if
what had existed earlier had been totally replaced by something
new. It is more accurate to think of the process as having been
created by a complex interaction between two rhythms of change.
On the one hand, there were ancient societies, created by certain
uses of limited natural resources, given shape and direction by the
laws, practices and doctrines of a dominant religion, Islam, and ruled
by Muslim imperial governments; this society was not static, but was
changing by processes generated from within itself and limited by
the resources made available by the technology of the time. On the
other hand, there were changes of other kinds and at different
paces, made possible by the use of new technology and the
consequent accumulation of greater resources in north-western
Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These changes
were communicated to the Middle East, as to other parts of the
world, by way of international trade, new kinds of communication and
education, and new forms of administration and law, imposed either
by indigenous governments wishing to acquire the strength of the
European states, or else by those states themselves as they
expanded their empires by means of the military strength given them
by the changes in their societies. An earlier generation of historians
of the Middle East tended to look only at this second kind of change,
and to assume that the ancient societies into which it was introduced
were stagnant or in decay, and powerless to resist. Seen in this light,
the modern history of the Middle East would be that of the imposition
of various kinds of European domination over passive and unresist- .
.. mg SOCleties. This is the way in which European diplomatic
historians tended to look at the history of the region: as a history of
the 'Eastern Question', that is to say of the Middle East as a problem
in the relations between the great European
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states. In another sense, it is the way in which those who view
history in integral Islamic terms might see it: as the history of Muslim
societies which have their own inherited norms of communal
behaviour and for which the modern period has been marked by
attempts made by foreign powers, or by local ruling groups unfaithful
to their traditions, to impose an artificial order upon society. It would
be better, however, to see the history of this period as that of a
complex interaction: of the will of ancient and stable societies to
reconstitute themselves, preserving what they have of their own
while making the necessary changes in order to survive in a modem
world increasingly organized on other principles, and where the
centres of world power have lain for long, and still lie, outside the
Middle East.

When this process which we can call 'modern’ began, the greater
part of the Middle East was ruled by the two great empires, those of
the Ottomans and Safavids. In spite of differences between them,
the societies which they ruled had great similarities: they were the
product of the whole process of Islamic civilization to which they
were the heirs. Except for some oudying parts- most of the Arabian
peninsula, and the regions of the southern Nile valley-they were
societies dominated by cities, and by the relations between city
populations and those who ruled them. The great cities were centres
of manufacture by traditional methods, but still more of international
trade between countries lying to the east and west of them. The
dominant elements of urban societies were a combination of three



groups: merchants, in particular those engaged in the international
trade in valuable goods; masters of crafts; and the <udama, those
engaged in studying, transmitting, interpreting and administering the
shari <a, the body of laws derived from the teachings of Islam, which
formed the only formal legal system, the guarantee of order and
justice without which the complex life of a city, and the commercial
relations between cities far apart from each other, could not have
been carried on. The cities were the centres of political power.
Although successive dynasties had come to power by means of
military forces provided by men of the countryside, the mountains or
the steppe, and although some of those dynasties were themselves
of similar origin, to survive and flourish they had to link their interests
with those of the cities, and more specifically with those of the urban
elites. The rulers could give the city ordel and maintenance of the
fabric of law, and could defend and extend trade routes. The city for
its part could give the ruler the money, by way of taxes and special
levies, in order to maintain his government and army, the fine
products of its crafts to
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show his magnificence, and the educated officials to run his
chancery and treasury. The <udama in particular held the keys of
legitimacy: by recognizing him as a just Muslim ruler they could turn
his power into legitimate authority. They had a common interest too
in controlling the countryside, and bringing in the surplus of rural
production on favourable terms: this provided revenue, in cash or in
kind, for the government and army, food for the urban population,
and raw materials for industry. It was by the exercise of control over
the countryside that landownership was created: the landowner was



a military officer, an official or an urban notable who was able to
establish an effective claim to part of the rural surplus. This rule by
government and landowners did not extend over the whole
countryside, however. Beyond the areas of direct rule there lay
others where the urban government could maintain its ultimate
control by supporting local intermediaries, lords of a valley or chiefs
of a nomadic group, a 'tribe'. Beyond that again there lay regions of
steppe, desert or mountain where even this degree of control was
impossible, and where small market towns lived in some degree of
subjection to the chiefs of pastoral tribes.

By the late eighteenth century, the system of control by the great
imperial governments had changed. The Ottoman Sultan in Istanbul
still ruled almost all the lands his ancestors had conquered, not only
in what we have defined as the Middle East but in North Africa and
south-eastern Europe. The final authority of the central government
still existed: the Ottoman army and navy could keep the main routes
open, and local governors still maintained the major interests of the
empire. The Sultan could still claim to have legitimate authority: he
dispensed justice in the name of the shari<

the judges were appointed and paid by him and played an important
part in local administra- tion; the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, by
pilgrims gathering in Cairo and Damascus, two great cities of the
empire, was organized and protected by his government, and was
an annual assertion of his authority and unique position in the heart
of the world of Islam. The balance between central and local
authorities had changed, however. Apart from regions near Istanbul
and those on some principal trade routes, many of the provinces
were ruled by governors or ruling groups which had their own
sources of local power and in some places were able to make their
rule hereditary. In some provinces-Saida in Syria, Baghdad in Iraq,



and Cairo-power was in the hands of local military groups (mamJuu),
perpetuating their power by recruits from the Caucasus or
elsewhere. Another balance also had changed. In some pares of the
Empire, the rural
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area under direct control of the cities had shrunk, and that under
control of lords of the valleys or tribal chiefs had expanded; this
might lead to an extension of the area used for pastoralism as
opposed to sedentary agriculture. It was therefore more difficult for
Ottoman governors to collect the revenue needed to maintain their
armies and administration. It was only on the outskirts of the Empire,
however, that there was a challenge to the final authority of the
Ottoman Sultan. In the upper Nile valley, a local sultanate, that of the
Funj, was created in the seventeenth century. In central Arabia, the
rulers of a market town, the Al Sa'ud, founded a state which
expanded to include much of the Arabian peninsula. This was a
challenge of a new kind, for the Al Sa'ud were allied with a religious
reformer, Muhammad ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab, who called for a return to
the purity of the first century of Islam and rejected the kind of Islam
which the Ottomans supported. At the beginning of the nineteenth
century the Sa'udi ruler occupied the holy cities of Mecca and
Madina, and thus cast doubt on one of the claims of the Ottomans to
have a special authority in the world of Islam. In Iran, the weakening
of central authority had gone further. The rule of the Safavids came
to an end in the early eighteenth century, and for a time Iran was
divided between a number of local rulers, based in one or other of
the great cities. A brief attempt at uniting the former empire of the
Safavids was made by a soldier of fortune, Nadir Shah, coming from



the north-eastern region of Khurasan and expanding his rule
westwards into Irag and eastwards into northern India, but this fell to
pieces when he died. It was not until the last years of the century
that the ancient pattern repeated itself. A powerful leader of a tribal
coalition was able to establish a new dynasty, that of the Qpjars, and
extend its rule over the whole of Iran. In some ways, however, it was
a precarious rule. It was not based on the great cities, but in a
comparatively new regional centre, Tehran in the north; it did not
have the same kind of large, disciplined army as the Ottomans could
rely on. It could not claim the same religious legitimacy as the
Safavids had had and the Ottomans still possessed; some of the
Shi'i cudama were willing to serve it, but others, in the Shi'i holy cities
of Iraq, lying beyond the power of the rulers, kept their distance from
it. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, relations between the
Middle East, or at least some parts of it, and Europe were changing.
There was a different pattern of international trade: European
merchants in the main ports and trading cities were buying silk,
cotton and other raw materials, and selling spices and coffee grown
in the European colonies in the East and West Indies, and textiles
woven in their factories. The shadow of European military power
came closer. From the north, Russia had expanded to the coast of
the Black Sea, and a war with the Ottoman Empire ended in 1774
with a treaty

Introduction

which showed the unequal power of the two empires and led to the
loss of a Muslim territory, the Crimea. To the east, the British East
India Company took over the government and revenues of Bengal,
an important province of a third great Muslim Empire, that of the



Mughals, and was extending its influence in the Persian Gulf and
southern Iraq.

A new phase can be said to start around the beginning of the
nineteenth century, with a two-fold advance in European intluence
and power. The wars of the French Revolution generated a greater
military power, based on new kinds of organization and military
technique. A sign of this was the brief occupation of Egypt by the
French in 1798. It did not last long, but the intrusion of a European
power into the heart of the Muslim world had repercussions far
beyond; it led to the involvement of the Ottoman govern- ment in
alliances with the enemies of France. Of more lasting importance
was the advance of Russia from the north, for a time in the European
provinces of the Ottoman Empire and more permanently in the
Caucasus. The ancient Christian kingdom of Georgia and part of the
Iranian region of Azerbaijan were absorbed, and a treaty with Iran in
1828 showed Russia's superior power. The influence of British India
increased in the Persian Gulf, where the first agreements were made
with some of the rulers of small ports, and as the British expanded
westwards in India their pressure upon the Qpjars increased. There
was also a change in the nature of trade. Once the wars of the
French Revolution ended in 1815, European merchant ships
returned to the ports of the eastern Mediterranean, bringing with
them goods of a new kind, those produced in the factories of
northern Europe: above all, cotton textiles and iron products. From
the 1830s onwards these goods began to be carried in a new way,
by steamships; in the 1850s and 1860s the extension of telegraphs
brought the Middle Eastern cities closer in many ways to those of
Europe and America. The result of these innovations was a change
in the terms of trade. The Middle Eastern countries were able to pay
for the goods they imported only by producing raw materials for the
factories of Europe, in particular the high-grade cotton which began



to be produced in Egypt on a large scale from the 1830s onwards. |
ndigenous governments tried to respond to the new threats and
pressures from Europe by changing their own methods of work. The
Ottoman govern- ment began to create a new army on the European
model; its methods of administration also changed, and new legal
codes were brought in, modelled upon those of western Europe.
They carried with them the idea of citizenship, of rights and duties, of
equality between citizens of different religions, and of
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the existence of an 'Ottoman nation'; in the Treaty of Paris of 1856
which ended a war in which the Ottoman Empire was allied with
Britain and France against Russia, the Sultan was recognized as a
member of the European states-system. Such changes strengthened
the power of the central government, but only within limits. The
westernmost province of the Empire, Algiers, was occupied by
France in 1830-47. Some of the European provinces were the scene
of local revolts in the name of the new idea of nationalism; Serbia
became autonomous in the early years of the century, and Greece
became an independent kingdom in 1833, after a revolt in 1821, a
long attempt by the Ottomans to crush it, and intervention by the
European powers. Even in the regions still lying within the Empire,
the freedom of action of the central government was limited. On the
One hand, the European ambas- sadors and consuls exercised a
growing influence; on the other, some provincial rulers were able to
secure almost autonomous power. In Tunis, a local dynasty which
had ruled beneath Ottoman sovereignty since the early eighteenth
century was able to create a more modern system of administration,
in collaboration with the European merchants. In Egypt, a Turkish



soldier of fortune, Muhammad cAli, made himself governor with a
new military elite from the Balkans and Anatolia; he created a new
army and a more effective administration, established conditions in
which European merchants could work more freely, and changed the
nature of trade by encouraging the cultivation of cotton. For a time
he extended his rule into Syria and Arabia, but he met with
opposition from most of the European powers, which did not wish the
Ottoman government to be weakened too far; he was compelled to
withdraw from his conquests but was given recognition as hereditary
ruler of Egypt. (It was to check his expansion in Arabia that the
British government in India established the first British colony in the
Middle East, Aden.) Rather similar attempts at reform were made in
Iran, but in more difficult circumstances. The Qajars continued to
rule. At the beginning of the long reign of Nasir al-Din Shah, a
reforming minister tried to initiate changes, but with little result: the
bureaucracy and army were not strong enough to impose and
administer them; the pressure of European merchants and govern-
ments was weaker than in the countries round the Mediterranean,;
caught between contending pressures from Russia and British India,
the Shah had less freedom of action. How far did societies change in
the first half of the nineteenth century? There was a certain change
in the structure of social power in the cities, at least in those cities
which were centres of reforming governments and foreign trade.
Since the government was taking an increasing part in the regulation
of social life, bureaucrats-in particular the higher bureaucrats-were
acquiring greater power. In the countries under Ottoman control,
former local
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ruling dynasties were eliminated, but the urban notables who had
grown up around them continued to be influential as intermediaries
between administra- tors sent from Istanbul and the urban
population. Merchants engaged in trade with Europe grew richer and
more powerful; in the Ottoman cities and in Egypt they were mainly
Europeans or local Christians and Jews, in Iran largely Muslims. On
the other hand, merchants engaged in the older kinds of trade by
land routes lost some of their position, and so did masters of crafts
whose products were displaced by the new kinds of import from
Europe. In Istanbul, Cairo and Tunis, a class of men was emerging
educated in the new European fashion-army officers, officials,
teachers and doctors- but they were still too marginal to have much
impact on society; the moral conscience of communities was still
controlled by those learned in the religious sciences. In the
countryside, the domination of large landowners grew greater as the
control of the government extended. In Egypt, Muhammad 'Ali
expropriated many of the former holders of land and himself became
the chief landowner, but by the mid-century much of the land had
been given to officials of the dynasty and officers in the army. In the
Ottoman provinces, a land law of 1858 led to the formation of large
estates by merchants, urban notables, and tribal chieftains. The
rhythm of production in the countryside proceeded much as before,
except in those parts which were producing raw materials for
Europe: silk in Lebanon, above all cotton in Egypt, where the
extension of perennial irrigation was beginning to affect ancient
patterns of seasonal production.

VI

The half-century which stretched roughly from 1860 to the outbreak
of World War | in 1914 saw, in some ways, a continuation of
processes begun earlier in the century. The extension of control by
the government was carried further. Thanks to the coming of new
methods of communication- railways, telegraphs and steamships-it



was possible to establish direct administration at the expense of
local chieftains. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, and the
building of the Hijaz railway in the early twentieth century, made it
possible for Ottoman administration to extend to Hijaz and Yemen; in
central Arabia, a dynasty supported by the Ottomans expanded
southwards into territory controlled by the Al Sa<Ud, who had been
crushed by Muhammad 'Ali but had revived later. The power of Cairo
stretched southwards into upper Egypt and the Sudan, but a
religious reformer, the Mahdi, was able to remove Egyptian rule in
the 1880s and create a system of Islamic government Such changes
were slower and less complete in Iran until the last quarter of the
nineteenth century; communications were still
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limited, except for the opening to international trade of the valley of
the Karun river in the south-west. These changes took place within
an environment marked by closer Euro- pean control. In order to
finance the changes, indigenous governments fell into debt to
European bankers, supported by their governments, which came to
exercise a closer control over the finances. In Egypt, this control was
the first step towards something else: the imposition of rule by a
single European power, Great Britain, for which Egypt had increasing
importance after the opening of the Suez Canal, the main artery of
communication with India, East Asia and Australia. In 1882, after a
crisis in which control of the country seemed to be passing into the
hands of military officers with ideas of Egyptian independence,
Britain occupied the country; henceforth, although formally Egypt
continued to be ruled by the family of Muhammad cAli under
Ottoman suzerainty, Britain had effective control. A similar process



had already taken place in Tunisia, occupied by France in 1881, and
it was to continue as the division of the world between the great
European powers went further. Britain extended its rule southwards
from Egypt into the Sudan in the last years of the century, and it
increased its control over the rulers of the Persian Gulf by a series of
treaties in which they placed their relations with the outside world in
British hands. Similarly, France established a protectorate over the
kingdom of Morocco in 1912, and Italy began to occupy the Ottoman
province of Tripoli (Libya) in 1911. The Ottoman government was
able, however, to maintain some freedom of action in its central
provinces, because European rivalries were too strong to allow
anyone Power to occupy them, but Britain, France, Russia and later
Germany all made it clear that they had special interests in various
parts of it. In Iran, contrary pressures from the British in India and
from Russia, extending its empire in central Asia, enabled the Shah's
government to maintain a precarious independence, but in 1907 an
Anglo-Russian agreement virtually divided the country into spheres
of influence. The discovery and exploitation of oil in Iran gave Britain
a new interest in the country: by 1914 the British government had a
controlling interest in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. The extension
of government control and of European influence brought about
further changes in society. In the capital cities, Istanbul and Cairo,
and in the centres of foreign trade there grew up a dual society:
popular quarters, where the poor lived in much the same way as
before, not yet changed by mass immigration from the countryside;
and new quarters, where high officials, European merchants, a new
class of indigenous merchants and a growing professional class
lived in houses of European design and had the amenities of
European urban life. In the countryside, the area of settled
agriculture grew larger at the expense of that of nomadic
pastoralism, particularly where cash
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crops could be grown for the European market New land laws in
Egypt and the Ottoman Empire gave greater assurance to private
property, and once more it was largely those who could make use of
urban laws and the power of the government who profited from it.
There does not seem to have been any great increase in the rural
population beyond the means of subsistence; in some regions there
may have been a rise in living standards. In this period a new
element in the population began to grow in importance: those with a
modern education, a knowledge of what was happening in the
outside world, and a mastery of one or other of the techniques
essential for thriving in modern society. By now education had
spread beyond the small number of those sent abroad by reforming
governments or trained in special schools. Governments were
creating networks of schools at every level, and European and
American religious missions also established schools, including
some higher colleges and some schools for girls. The traditional
religious schools still existed for the training of <ulama, but the
opportunities for their graduates were more limited, as codes of law
based on European models replaced those derived from the shari'a,
except in the sphere of family and personal law, and as the activities
of a modern government, army and society required men trained in a
new way. This growing literate class could now make use of different
media of communication. Printing was becoming widespread, and
the presses of Istanbul, Beirut, Cairo and Tehran were producing a
growing number of books in Turkish, Arabic and Persian, many of
them translations or adaptations from European literature, but also
works of poetry and a new kind of simplified expository prose. More
inftuential than books were newspapers and periodicals; they
imparted news of the outside world brought by the telegraph,
explained the techniques and social forms of Europe and America,
and discussed the problems and prospects of their own societies.
Thus there grew up an intelligentsia, not wholly absorbed into
government service and having its own ideas about the way in which



society should be organized. The official ideologies of the states
were those of national solidarity and unity around the ruling families:
there was an Ottoman or Egyptian or Persian nation gathered
around the throne. As the nineteenth century ap- proached its end,
however, there spread other ideas which carried within them a
criticism of existing forms of government. In the Ottoman Empire, the
idea of an Ottoman nation was developed in two directions: on the
one hand, towards the idea of a constitution and control by the
people; on the other, towards an idea of Islamic unity around the
Ottoman sultan. In 1876 a constitution was granted, but it was soon
suspended. It was restored after a revolution in 1908; this was
largely carried out by army officers. who from this time onwards were
to play an important political role. The weakening of the Sultan's
control and the growth of European inftuence gave various
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ethnic elements in the Empire the opportunity to put forward their
claims to independence. By 1914 most of the European provinces
had been absorbed into nation-states; the Armenians had made a
bid for independence but had been suppressed; Turkish and Arab
nationalism had both begun to become important Similarly, in Iran a
movement which involved various strata of the popula- tion led in
1906 to the granting of a constitution; this did not last long, however,
because it was thought by the two dominant powers to run counter to
their interests. In Egypt. the national movement which had been
suppressed by the British occupation revived in the first years of the
twentieth century. These new national movements were beginning to
acquire a content of ideas about the way in which national
communities should be organized. One of the constituent elements



in this content was the idea of the emancipation of women, put
forward by women writers in periodicals, and also by some men who
supported them.

VII

Shortly after the outbreak of war in 1914, the Ottoman government
entered on the side of Germany and Austria-Hungary; the end of the
war was to see the disappearance of the Ottoman Empire, as of
other empires of Europe. In 1914 the British extinguished Ottoman
sovereignty in Egypt and made the country a protectorate; by 1918,
military campaigns in Ottoman territory had led to British and French
occupation of the Arab provinces of the Empire, and allied control of
Istanbul and the central government. In the next few years, the Arab
regions were placed under British and French administrations
subject to some supervision by the League of Nations (the 'Mandate
system'): the French in Syria and Lebanon; the British in Iraq,
Palestine and Transjordan, with a special obligation in Palestine to
facilitate the creation of a Jewish national home'. Of other Ottoman
territories, Anatolia and the district round Istanbul became the state
of Turkey, after a strong Turkish resistance to plans of partition
drawn up by the British and their allies. In the Arabian peninsula,
Hijaz and Yemen became independent states, but in the 1920s the
former was absorbed into a larger unit, the state of Saudi Arabia,
created by a member of the Al Sa'ud, 'Abd al-'Aziz ('lbn Saud'). Iran
had not been officially involved in the war, but in fact much of its
territory had come under Russian or British control, and by its end
the government of the Q.;.jars was very much under British
domination. Soon afterwards the dynasty was deposed by a military
officer, Reza Pahlevi, who made himself Shah in 1926. Of the states
which were formally independent, the only one which was fully so
was Turkey. Ruled by an Ottoman general who had led the national
resistance to the plans to divide it, Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk), and with
the
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advantage of being able to build a state around the structure of the
Ottoman centtal administration and army, the new Turkey began a
policy of radical change. It was to be a national state: the main ethnic
minorities, the Greeks and Armenians, for the most part had been
eliminated, by massacre or expulsion, during and after the war. It
was to be a secular state, taking its inspiration from what its leaders
believed to be the principles of the modern civilization of Europe: it
would be secular, deriving its laws from the popular will and national
interest; it would try to acquire the strengrh necessary to survive in
the modern world by industrialization, national education and the
emancipation of women. The example of Turkey was followed by
Reza Shah in Iran, within the limits imposed by a slower process of
change and the strength of British influence. It also had a deep
impact on the nationalist movements in the countries placed under
British and French control. During the next twenty years Britain and,
more hesitantly, France moved towards accommodation with
movements demanding national independence. In Egypt, Britain was
able to reach agreement with the organized nationalist party, the
Wafd, by a tteaty in 1936 which recognized Egypt's independence
within limits but which preserved a British military presence for a
number of years. A similar tteaty had been made a few years earlier
with Iraq, where a member of the Hashimite family, the rulers of
Mecca who had been allied with Britain during the Syrian campaign
during the war, had been made king; another member of the family
was made Amir of Transjordan. In Syria and Lebanon, France tried
in 1936 to make similar treaties but failed because of the weakness
of French governments. In Palestine it was impossible to move in
this direction because of the British commitment to the creation of a



Jewish national home; by 1939 the Jewish population had increased
considerably through immigration from Europe, and Arab opposition
to the policy had also increased. During the later 1930s the British
and French hold over the Middle East was challenged by the rise of
German and ltalian power. When World War |l broke out in 1939,
parts of the Middle East became theatres of military operations. First
Italian then German threats to the British position in Egypt were not
decisively defeated until 1943; the danger of German control in Syria
led to its occupation by British and Free French forces, and a similar
fear in Iraq also led to British military occupation of the country.
Turkey remained neutral. Iran, although also neutral, was an
important channel of communication between the Western allies and
Russia, and it was occupied by British and Russian armies; in 1941
Reza Shah abdicated and was replaced by his son. This was a
period when the two rhythms of change in society became more
closely connected with each other. The social domination of
landowners
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and merchants continued to exist, and was strengthened by the
increasing control of governments over society, the extension of
cultivation, and the virtual end of nomadic pastoralism as an
economically viable way of using land. The spread of education was
creating an expanding middle class of small business men and
professional men and-increasingly-women. It was these two classes
which dominated the nationalist movements against foreign rule, and
the indigenous governments to the extent to which they became self-
governing. In Turkey and Egypt, more than in other coUntries,
modern industry was expanding, and there were the beginnings of



labour organization and activity. In this period the growth of
population began to be marked, and the surplus population of the
countryside was moving into the large cities. These changes were
scarcely beginning in the two main states of the Arabian peninsula,
Saudi Arabia and Yemen, where absolute monarchs claim- ing a
religious sanction for their rule governed societies that were
organized on the basis of tribal loyalties and barely touched by
modern economic and social changes. In some parts of the
peninsula, however, a new kind of change was imminent, as the oill
resources of the area round the Gulf became more important in the
economic life of the world. In addition to those in Iran, those in
northern Iraq were exploited from the 1930s by an international
company, with British, French, Dutch and American participation.
After 1945, the exploitation of wells in Kuwait and the east of Saudi
Arabia began on a considerable scale. The implications of this were
far-reaching: on the one hand, domination of the economies of the
producing countries by the foreign companies, and an increasing
strategic interest in them by Europe and the United States; on the
other, royalties to the producing countries made economic
development possible, and the training of technicians added a new
element to the educated class. An expanding literate population in
the cities was more exposed than before to new ideas, and the
spread of them was made easier by improved communications: the
coming of the automobile, even across the desert, the beginnings of
air routes, the spread of newspapers and radio, and its use by the
competing Powers during World War Il. The dominant idea was that
of nationalism: the creation of independent states. The example of
Turkey was strong everywhere, particularly in Iran. In some Arab
countries, but not in Egypt, the idea of an Arab state, reuniting the
former Ottoman provinces which had been divided by Britain and
France, was stronger than that of limited nation-states. At the end of
World War Il it seemed to have found its first embodiment in the
creation of a League of Arab States. In intricate relationship with the
ideas of nationalism was another complex of ideas: that of a re-
strucroring of society on the basis of Islamic law and social morality,
adapted to the needs of the modern world. This was given an



impetus by the creation of Saudi Arabia, a state based on a strict
version of
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Islam, and also by the emergence of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, a
movement in the lower ranks of the urban literate population. In
Turkey the power of the culama and what they stood for seemed to
have disappeared; in Iran, the Shi'i cuJama were far from the centre
of political power but still had a great inftuence over the masses of
the population.

VIII

The half-century after the end of World War |l saw the
disappearance of the European empires in the Middle East. After a
series of crises, France withdrew from Syria and Lebanon in 1946.
Faced with an organized Jewish community in Palestine demanding
immigration for the remnants of European Jewry and supported by
the United States, Britain withdrew from Palestine in 1948, in
circumstances which led to the creation of the state of Israel in the
greater part of Palestine, the amalgamation of most of the remainder
with Transjordan in the state of Jordan, and the dispossession of the
majority of the Palestinian Arab population. In Egypt and Iraq, the
withdrawal of British forces took place under treaty agreements; the
agreement with Egypt led to the independence of the Sudan. The



withdrawal was less complete than it might have seemed: both
Britain and the United States had a major interest in controlling the
production of oil, and Britain for a time wished to maintain its position
as the dominant power in the Middle East This gave rise to a series
of crises. In Iran, an attempt by a government led by Musaddiq to
ensure real national independ- ence by nationalizing the oil company
was thwarted by Anglo-American intervention in 1953. In Egypt, the
nationalization of the Suez Canal Company in 1956 was the
occasion for an Anglo-French attempt to reassert control over the
country, but this failed because it was opposed to the interests of the
new super-powers. In 1958, a revolution in Iraq ended the monarchy
and British ultimate domination. In the next few years, the vestiges of
British power, in the small states of the Gulf, and in Aden and the
protectorate of small states around it, disappeared. As British and
French power waned, the life of the newly independent states was
lived in the context of the 'Cold War' between the two super- powers,
the USA and the USSR, which gave them a certain freedom of
policy. Turkey and some other states were firmly in the Western
camp, but the dominant tendency in most of the other states was
towards 'non-alignment' between the two blocs. Internally, most
states began their independent life with some kind of constitutional
government, but this proved to be fragile. In Turkey and the Sudan,
there were alternations between periods of constitutional
government and military rule. In Iran, the end of Musaddiq's bid for
power was followed by 25 years of rule by the Shah. In Egypt, the
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monarchy and constitution were overturned by a military coup in
1952 and the ascendancy of a powerful dictator, Jamal <Abd ai-



Nasir; similar coups took place in Syria and Iraq. In Yemen too the
rule of the monarch, the Imam, was ended by a revolution;
elsewhere in the Arabian peninsula, however, absolute rule of a
traditional kind continued. In Jordan the monarchy continued, and
King Husayn was able to retain power in the midst of confticting
forces. Lebanon remained a constitutional republic, but a combina-
tion of internal and external pressures led to a long period of civil
war, the collapse of central authority, and the domination of Syria
over most of the country; nevertheless, the idea and forms of
constitutional government continued. Israel too maintained a
constitutional regime, the nature of which changed as new immigrant
groups altered the structure of the population. Two factors dominated
the changes in society during this period. One was the rapid growth
of population everywhere, largely because of improvements in public
health and medical services, but also because of changes in
patterns of marriage and child-bearing. This had important
consequences. First, there was an exodus of population from the
countryside, where most governments tended to give less
importance to the development of agriculture than to industry; the
capital cities in particular grew and became homes to a mass of
displaced peasantry not accustomed to the restraints of urban life.
Secondly, there was a change in the age-structure of the population;
in almost all countries, those under the age of twenty formed the
majority of the population; this had implications both for views of the
past and for expectations for the future. The second dominant factor
was the rapid and vast expansion of the oil industry. Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates and other Gulf states became very
important centres of production; together with the older- established
oil-producing states, Iran and Iraq, they held a large proportion of the
known oil reserves of the world. In different ways, all the countries
took control of production from the foreign companies during the
1970s, and the formation of a strong cartel, OPEC, gave them
considerable influence over prices. The great increase in oil prices in
the 1970s produced wealth for lavish expenditure and, in some
countries, capital development. The result was a shift in power
between countries which had oil and those which had none; the
difference was alleviated but not eliminated by loans and grants from



the richer to the poorer. Another result was large-scale migration
from the poorer countries with surplus population to the richer ones
which needed labour at various levels: Yemen is, Egyptians and
Palestinians went in large numbers [0 Saudi Arabia and the smaller
states of the Gulf. The growth of a young, literate urban population
with too few outlets for work had its impact upon ideas about the
organization of society. At least until the end of the 1970s,
nationalism continued to be the dominant

Introduction

17

ideology, but socialism became important in the constellation of
ideas which surrounded it: that is, the idea that social justice,
national strength and therefore genuine independence involved
control of the productive resources of the state by the government,
and division of wealth in the direction of greater equality. In some
countries, large landed estates were broken up, and landowners
ceased to play the dominant role in most societies. In Arab countries,
the dominant form of nationalism was 'Nasirism', the mixture of ideas
put forward in the name of <Abd ai-Nasir and spread by the new
mass media: Arab unity, socialism and neutralism. The desire for
restoration of the rights of the Palestinian Arabs was an essential
ingredient of it. Nasirism met with defeat in 1967, when a war
between Israel and a coalition of Arab states-Egypt, Syria and
Jordan-led to the Israeli occupation of the remainder of Palestine.
From that time, support for Palestinian claims passed mainly to the
Palestinians themselves, and to the Palestinian Liberation
Organization which spoke in their name; in the 1980s the
Palestinians under Israeli occupation were to take a more active role
in a long-drawn-out movement of virtual rejection of an Israeli role.



From that time too the nature of Israeli politics changed, as Israel
faced new problems: whether to withdraw fium the occupied
territories in return for peace, or to hold on to them and use their land
and water for Jewish settlements. In the 1970s two other significant
changes took place. One was a certain rejection, in Egypt and other
Arab countries, of the tendency towards state control of economic
life, and a new opening towards the capitalist economies of the
West. This movement was led by Nasir's successor in Egypt, Anwar
Sadat, who also opened a new phase in the relations between Israel
and its Arab neighbours by making peace in return for Egyptian land
controlled by Israel since the 1967 war. The other change was the
downfall in 1979 of the autocratic government of the Shah in Iran, in
a way which had repercussions throughout the Islamic world. It was
overthrown by a mass uprising which several political forces helped
to organize. In the event, the force which emerged as pre-eminent
was that of a movement to restore the domination of Islamic law and
social morality in society. Its leader and spokesman was a Shi<i
divine, Ruhullah Khomeini, whose ideas, circulated by the new
medium of the cassette, met with a response among the new urban
masses. Khomeini became the effective head of the government;
this was a new departure, but the content of his ideas and
programme was not new. Often described as 'fundamentalism’, it
could better be called 'Islamic conservatism', the desire to preserve
the moral heritage of the past and to relate change to unchanging
principles. It linked the social morality which had been developed
over the centuries by Shi<i divines with ideas drawn from the popular
nationalism of the age: social justice for the poor, and hostility to the
super-powers. In at least one respect
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it broke with the immediate past: in its attempt to confine women to
traditional roles in society. The challenge of this kind of Islamic
revival was felt throughout the world of Islam. It gave a stimulus to
analogous movements in other countries. It had a specially close
impact upon Iran's western neighbour, Iraq, the home of a more
secular, populist, Arab nationalist regime under Sad dam Husayn. A
long war between the two (1980-88) ended in military stalemate, but
in the process Iraq had generated such military strength, with the aid
of Western states, as to make possible an attempt in 1990 to
overthrow the existing order in the Gulf states. The occupation of
Kuwait by Iraq seemed to pose a threat not only to the existing order
in the Gulf but also to two essential interests of the United States:
the security of Saudi Arabia and that of Israel. Various common
interests brought together a broad coalition of forces which
compelled Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait after a brief war. The
success of US armed forces in this war, and the simultaneous
decline in the position of the USSR in the world, left America the
dominant power in the region; but in 1991 it was still too early to say
how that power would be used.

The study by historians of this long period of complex change has
passed through several stages. The first serious documented studies
concerned the relations between the great European states, their
agreements and disagree- ments in regard to the Near East (the so-
called 'Eastern Question'). The states and peoples of the region
came into the picture as passive bodies, over which the Powers
pursued their interests. In a later phase, more attention was given to
indigenous governments and elites which were trying to change
armies, methods of administration, systems of law and ways of
thought and life, in order to make them conform to the model
provided by Western Europe. Together with this, there was an
emphasis upon the work of writers, connected with the reforming



elites and rulers, who tried to give a direction to change, and to
justify it, in terms of those ideas-of civilization, of citizenship and
nationalism, of secularism and the re-formularion of religious beliefs-
which they thought to contain the secret of European strength. Later
still, more attention has been paid to changes in social and economic
structures: to the growth and changing shape of cities, changes in
patterns of production and exchange, and changes too in the
distribution of wealth and the formation of social strata or classes.
The writing of each period was marked by a distinctive use of
sources, and to some extent this is shown in the articles included in
this book. Thus stUdies of the 'Eastern Question' were based, by
necessity, on the archives of the great European governments, and
in particular those of Britain and
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France. To a great extent those of the second period also made use
of these European archives. Some historians were aware, however,
of the danger inherent in the use of them to throw light on the
process of internal change; they might reflect the views of
indigenous governments and reformers, who were eager to talk to
European diplomats in order to win their sympathy, but they did so at
one remove and with a danger of distortion. Such archives of Middle
Eastern governments as had become available were beginning to be
used by those with access to them. In particular, this was the period
when some historians (mostly Turkish) were exploring the vast
archives of the Ottoman government: for the earlier period of
Ottoman rule, tax-records and the records of business brought to the
imperial council and decisions made there; for the period of reform in
the nineteenth century, the administrative papers of the various



ministries. In a similar way, a number of historians, both European
and Arab, were able to explore the papers of the government of
Egypt, from the time of Muhammad cAli onwards. When various
regions came under British or French rule, the archives of those
governments and their local administrations took on a new
importance. The ideas which underlay, or could be used to justify,
reform were explored by way of memoirs, newspapers and cultural
periodicals from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. During the
third phase, in which more attention was given to social and
economic history, European sources continued to be important, in
particular reports of consuls and the papers of trading companies,
when they were available. Historians were aware, however, of the
danger of relying too much on such sources: the picture they gave of
the societies they described was seen in the perspective of the
commercial and financial interests of European governments and
traders, and of the indigenous merchants associated with them; they
tended to ignore other sectors of the economy and other strata of
society. In the last twenty years or so, some scholars of a younger
generation have begun to make systematic use of other kinds of
sources: the instructions (awamir) sent by the central government to
its local representatives, and the records of the mahkama, the court
of the fjatli or judge of Islamic law (the shari 'a). Until changes in the
law and its administration in the nineteenth century, the qadi had a
central role in Ottoman government and society: he not only decided
legal disputes, he was responsible for the distribution of the property
of deceased persons in accordance with the prescriptions of the
sbari'a; he kept a record of transactions between individuals and
families (marriage contracts and transfers of property); he also kept
registers of orders issued by the government in Istanbul to its local
representatives. Archives of the mahkama can be found wherever
Ottoman direct rule existed, and they are being used by a growing
number of scholars to throw light upon such matters as changes in
the distribution of property, relations between and within
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families, and 'political economy' - that is to say, the relationship
between wealth and social power. (In Iran, such documents also
exist, but the use of them has scarcely begun.) When the place of
the sharica and its judges became less important in the second half
of the nineteenth century, the papers of the new administrative units,
the ministries, can be used for similar purposes, and so can those of
European colonial administrations when and where they were
created. For the period since 1945, there is now a mass of more or
less reliable, quantitative evidence to be found in documents
produced by agencies of the United Nations and other international
bodies. It seems likely that most historians now working will continue
to be attracted to subjects of this sort and will learn to use the kinds
of sources which are now available. To a great extent, however,
Middle Eastern historiography is a reflection of what is current in
studies of other parts of the world, and it may be that more attention
will be given to two other kinds of historical enquiry which have
become important in European and American historiography of the
present day. First, there may be greater interest in the study of
movements of the collective consciousness, changes in the
menta/ites (to use a French term which has now become current) of
whole strata of society. These are particularly important in a period of
growth of urban populations and mass participation in political
activity: the Iranian revolution of 1979, for example, showed how
important and almost unforeseen such movements might be. The
study of menkllitls is rather different from the older kind of intellectual
history, which laid its emphasis upon individual thinkers believed to
be important or influential, and the relations between them.
European and American historians have found ways of writing this
kind of history, on the basis of such sources as newspaper articles,
speeches and sermons, advertisements, inscriptions on tombstones,
popular songs, and the records of the lives of 'ordinary people', and



similar sources exist in the Middle East. Secondly, there is likely to
be a greater concern with ‘women's history', and by this is meant not
only the history of the changing roles of women in society, but
something broader: the attempt to discern, by the use of whatever
sources are available, the specific ways in which Middle Eastern
women have experienced historical events and processes and, by so
doing, to arrive at a new kind of understanding of them.

Reforming Elites and Changing Relations with Europe, 1789-1918

Introduction

MARY C. WILSON

There were many sources of the social and political changes that
transformed the Middle East in the nineteenth century. Historians
differ in their analyses of these changes, in their judgements of the
relative importance of internal and external factors, and in their
estimations of the impact of economic, social, political and
intellectual forces. Which came first and when? Some historians look
back to the worldwide economic changes of the sixteenth century,
some only look as far as the new ideas of the French Revolution,
and some see the sultans of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries taking on problems of social disturbance and
administration in ways not unlike those of their nineteenth-century
descendants. What historians do agree about is that in the



nineteenth century the impulse to control alterations in social and
political life, and to reshape government and change its relationship
to society, came primarily from the ruler and those closest to him.
Reform in the Middle East in the nineteenth century was reform from
above. Five articles in this section are about reform in the Ottoman
Empire and Egypt which, though nominally part of the Ottoman
Empire until 1914, followed an increasingly independent path of state
formation after the brief French occupation of 1798-1801. The sixth
article presents an overview of Iran in the nineteenth century;
implicitly it invites comparison with the Ottoman and Egyptian cases.
The time frame is a conventional one. Selim Ill, whose reign began
in 1789, has long been viewed as the first sultan to initiate reforms
aimed at reorganizing the Ottoman government along lines
conventionally referred to as modern. That is, with his reign began
those cumulative, self-conscious changes aimed at centralizing,
rationalizing and secularizing the Ottoman state within the changed
historical context of the
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long nineteenth century. The year 191"8 marks the defeat of the
Ottoman Empire in the First World War and of those elites who had
either overseen and bene6ted from the changes of the preceding
century or been created by them. The central Story of the Ottoman
and Egyptian reforms of the long nineteenth century-the
achievements and setbacks of Selim Ill, Mah- mud Il and
Muhammad 'Ali, the imperial edicts and laws of the Tanzimat, the
accelerated centralization of power in the hands of Abdulhamid Il
and the Young Turks, the loss of control in Egypt to Britain-is well
known and will not be retold here. Rather, the articles included in this



section discuss the participation of certain elites in reform and the
impact of reform on them. They also address the part that Europe
played. Each poses questions that, at the time of writing, had not yet
been adequately addressed; some of these questions still await
investigation. Some establish analytical categories that have proven
of great use to later historians. Over 30 years ago Uriel Heyd took a
careful look at 'ulama attitudes towards the legislative and
institutional reforms proposed by Selim Ill and Mahmud Il and made
two important discoveries. First, he found 'the elements of class
struggle within the 'ulema corps' and outlined a social gulf between
the highest 'ulama families, whose power, influence and wealth were
passed on from generation to generation, and the humble theological
student (sofia), often of provincial origin, waiting half a lifetime for a
degree and a pOSt and the wherewithal to suppOrt a wife and family.
It is still true, as he noted at the time, that class struggle among the
Ottoman 'ulama has not been adequately stUdied. Second, he found
that a signi6cant proportion of the highest 'ulama supported reform,
and did so not simply from a position of dependence on the sultan's
favour, but from the conviction that any means to ensure the survival
of the empire was ultimately justi6able. The highest 'ulama
supported reform from positions of great trust and responsibility
within the ruling bureaucracy. Heyd's conclusion, that the integration
of 'uJama into the ruling class did no great service to religion and did
not result in a more Islamic state, deserves attention. It helps to
qualify the meaning of 'Islamic' as commonly used to describe the
Ottoman state and may be useful to us in thinking about the impact
of Islamic political groups and movements in our own time. An
incident of apostasy in 1843 related by Heyd presented the highest
'ulama of the empire, who also tended to be the most reform-
minded, with an impossible dilemma. European representatives were
quick to protest at the death sentence mandated by the shari'a and
the 'ulama closest to the sultan had to give their advice in a case
where religious law and realpolitik were in clear contradiction.
Roderic Davison tells us the end of the story. In 1844 the sultan
'‘engaged not to enforce the death penalty for apostasy from Islam’.
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Two conclusions can perhaps be drawn from this story: that the
influence of the European powers on Istanbul was growing, and that
the customary laws and attitudes regulating religious identity and
behaviour in the Ottoman Empire were changing. The two are
related, though it is with the latter that Davison is mainly concerned.
The position of non-Muslims in the Ottoman Empire was a subject of
disproportionate concern both to European states in the nineteenth
century and to Western historians of the empire in the twentieth. In
an article published in 1954, Davison begins to redress the balance
of historical attention by focusing on Muslim attitudes towards
Christians and the attempt to legislate equality between the two.
Davison breaks with prior historians in his judgement that Tanzimat
statesmen were sincere in their attempts to legislate equality
between Muslim and non-Muslim. In the context of the changing
Ottoman state of the nineteenth century, he sees this effort as part of
the process by which Ottoman subjects, grouped into corporate
identities in varied relationships to the state, were to be redefined as
individuals sharing equally in the rights and duties of citizenship.
Osmanhhk, the new ideology of identity propagated to subsume the
corporate identities of the past, was most warmly received, however,
not by the Christians of the empire, but by a new Muslim
intelligentsia which emerged towards the end of the Tanzimar, the
Young (or New) Ottomans. It failed to bind errant Christians to the
empire-they came to prefer independence to equality-but helped
instead to lay the intellectual foundations for the later development of
Turkish and Arab nationalism. If Davison attempted in 1954 to shift
the light of historical attention from Christians to Muslim attitudes
towards Christians, Albert Hourani in 1966 turned the spotlight full on
the neglected Muslim town-dwellers of the empire. In the process he
established a category, 'urban notables', and named a type of politics



'the politics of notables', which have proved of lasting value to
historians of the Ottoman provinces and the successor states in the
period from the eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century. The
urban notable was a man of local prominence who occupied an
intermediary position between the distant power of Istanbul and local
society. As a man of property and substance, he was interested in
maintaining the status quo. Hence he remained loyal to a
government that guaranteed the customs of the country and served,
when necessary, as a conduit for its power. As a man of local
standing and leadership, he hoped to keep governmental
interference at bay and voiced, when unavoidable or when useful to
himself, his clients' interests to the central government The
legislative and administra- tive reforms emanating from Istanbul
throughout the nineteenth century which aimed at the centralization
of power and the breakdown of corporate identities tended to
encroach on the urban notable's range of independent
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action. With his own interests threatened, the urban notable was
moved to expression, and we can hear through him the voices of
Muslim urban society raised at moments of crisis precipitated by the
vast changes of the period. The emergence of new types of historical
sources not only makes new types of history possible, but may
indicate historical shifts themselves. Hourani points out that,
beginning about 1760, European diplomatic and consular
correspondence assumes importance in the writing of Ottoman
social and political history; the proliferation and increased accuracy
of such sources signals 'the growing weight of European interests in
the Middle East', which Roger Owen demonstrates in his 1972 essay



on imperialism in Egypt. European interests in Egypt expanded
rapidly throughout the nineteenth century. As a classic case of
European expansion, the British occupation of Egypt became, in
Owen's words, 'a battleground for rival theories' of imperial- ism. He
eschews that battle to look behind the immediate crisis which
brought British troops to Egypt in 1882, and beyond questions of
motive. In the century before the British occupation, Egypt was
subject to two forces, themselves related: the expanding capitalist
economy of Europe and the centralizing state of Muhammad 'Ali and
his descendants. The interaction of these two-the government's
newly imposed control of the countryside and its need for revenue,
and the extension of European laws and financial practices-
transformed Egyptian society. In the process Europe was drawn
increasingly into Egypt's affairs, ending finally in the British
occupation. In this, Owen sees a pattern. "The loss of economic
independence not only preceded the loss of political independence,
it also prepared the way for it.' The Ottoman Empire followed a
similar pattern, with differences of rhythm and timing. Outright loss of
political control was put off until the occupation of Istanbul after the
First World War, though some historians argue that the substance of
political independence had been lost before that. Feroz Ahmad
describes how the Young Turks, convinced that the empire could not
survive without a European protector, managed finally to sign an
alliance with Germany on the eve of the First World War. Economic
dependence on Europe was such that the Ottoman economy was
paralyzed when the war interrupted the supply of European goods
and capital. Despite great economic hardship, the war gave the
empire new opportuni- ties for freedom of action; the capitulations
were abolished and, in Ahmad's words, 'the Turks were finally
masters of their house'. The Young Turk policies of the war years-the
forays into mass political mobilization, economic planning, new
social services and the encouragement of women in the labour
force-laid the foundations, both social and psychological, for the
creation of a citizenry that had been the goal of the nineteenth-
century reforms all along. That the citizen-state which finally
emerged did not conform geographically with the boundaries of the
empire was perhaps
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inevitable. The Ottoman Empire had travelled a long way from 1801
when, as Heyd tells us, 'softas armed with slippers and stones
attacked and expelled the Russian ambassador and his party,
including other diplomats and a few ladies, who by special
permission of the Ottoman Government were visiting the
Suleymaniye Mosque'. Qajar Iran, beyond the eastern border of the
Ottoman Empire, experienced the changes of the nineteenth century
differently. There, the governing elite did not attempt to rake change
in hand through a programme of reform as happened in the Ottoman
Empire and Egypt. In Ann Lambton's 1981 analysis, social change in
Iran in the nineteenth century was bounded by two things: the Shi'i
attitude towards temporal power and the intrusion of Euro- pean
powers. The former caused a gap between the 'uJama and
government and a certain abdication of responsibility on the part of
the 'ulama. The latter provided the impetus for change. As a result,
official engagement with change was superficial. For example, when
Britain requested redress of certain Christian grievances, the specific
matter was settled to the satisfaction of Christians and the European
powers, but no general statement of policy or new legislation
ensued, as had occurred in the Ottoman Empire. As the century
passed there was a melding of elites-upper 'ulama, large- scale
merchants, court bureaucrats, tribal leaders and large landowners-
through intermarriage and shared interests. There remained,
however, deep vertical cleavages among the peoples of Iran and a
vast social and political gulf between the elites and their subjects. By
the end of the century, in Lambton's words, 'the fundamental issue in
social change, which concerns the relationship of man to man and
the purposes of society, [had] received little consideration and it was,



perhaps, because of this that social change still remained very
limited'.

The Ottoman <Ulema and Westernization in the Time of Selim Il
and Mal:tmiid [l

URIEL HEYD

'My Sublime State is a Muhammedan State.' (Sultan Ma
miid Il to Grand Vizier
ili

Pasha, Apri11821) "The Turkish Empire is evidently hastening to its
dissolution, and an approach to the civilization of Christendom
affords the only chance of keeping it together for any length of time.'
(Stratford Canning, British Ambassador at Constantinople, to Lord
Palmerston, 7 March 1832)

THE ATTITUDE OF THE (ULEMA

The real 'Eastern Question' of the nineteenth century was the
success or failure of the attempts at modernizing the Ottoman State
and society on Western lines; the problem usually so termed actually
was, to a large extent, a reflection of this process in the 6eld of
international politics. The outcome of the attempts at modernization
depended greatly on the attitude of the 'ulema, the powerful corps of
Muslim learned men who dominated the religious institutions, the



judiciary and education of the Empire, and, in addition, held most
important positions in public administration, diplomacy and politics.
An investigation of their attitude and the reasons why they adopted it
is important not only for the study of this particular period in Ottoman
history. It may also be of some relevance for the understanding of
the position taken by Muslim religious leaders in general with regard
to modernization and Westernizanon. 1

Support of Westernization The early modernizing reforms of the
Ottoman Sultans were carried out with the active cooperation of
many of the highest 'ulema. Printing, for instance, was introduced in
1727 after the

eybu)l-islam of the time had issued a fetva permitting the use of this
European invention within certain
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limits and several leading 'ulema had also expressed a favourable
opinion of the new art. 2 Almost fifty years later a

eybii'l-islam blessed the Western bayonets with which Baron de Tott
had armed the soldiers of his new artillery corps, the sur'atfi. J Sultan
Selim Ill, who initiated systematic reforms in the Empire was strongly
supported by several

eybii'l-islams as well as by the

aQi-'askers, Veli-zade Me



med Emin and TatafClk 'Abdu'llah. The

eybii'l-islams, Mel)med Tahir (1825-28), <Abdii'l-Vehhab (1821-22,
1828-33) and Munara <A

Im (1818-19, 1823-25, 1833-46), the mollas, Mel)med Es<ad,
Munara Behcet and many others, loyally cooperated with his
successor, Sultan Mal)miid Il, in destroying the Janissaries,
abolishing the Bektashi order and modernizing the army and State.
Leading <ulema not only sanctioned and supported the innovations
initiated by the Sultans and their military and civil advisers, both
Ottoman and European. Some of them also played a major role in
conceiving, suggesting and planning reforms on European lines.
Tatarclk 'Abdu'llah, in a project (Jayil}a) of reforms he submitted to
Sultan Selim, ardently demanded the adoption of Western military
science and drill, the systematic translation of European technical
works into Turkish and the employment of foreign instructors and
experts. of Even more novel and statesmanlike ideas were put
forward a generation later by Molla Kefeci-zade Mel)med <izzer5 in
a less known memorandum written after the destruction of the
Janissaries in 1826. He proposed payment of fixed salaries to all
officials, including the <ulema; establishment of a consultative
assembly of <ulema and high officials; and reorganization of many
other aspects of public administration. Among the most noteworthy
of his recommendations are perhaps those relating to economics. He
stressed the need for arousing a greater interest in trade and
industry among the (Muslim) population of the Empire and appealed
in particular to the upper classes of Ottoman society to give up their
traditional disdain of profit-making. The Government should
consistently support new enterprises by providing them with capital
and exempting them from taxation during the first three years, as
was customary in Europe. Imports should be drastically curtailed and
many commodities hitherto imported should be produced in factories
to be established chiefly outside Istanbul where wages were lower.
Moreover, the standard of living of the upper classes (which included
his own, the 'ulema) should be lowered and the unproductive
building of luxurious houses be restricted. 6 The exposition of such



ideas by a high-ranking molla more than ten years before the
beginning of the Tanzimat period deserves attention. It is a very
instructive example of the important contributions made by 'ulema at
that time to progressive political and economic thought. In the early
nineteenth century the large majority of the educated Muslims in the
Ottoman Empire still belonged to the 'ulema class. For the
propagation
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of new ideas the reformers therefore largely depended on support
given by the 'ulema in their writings, and such support several of
them gave to a considerable extent. Sultan Mabmiid's early reforms
were fervently defended by Mebmed Es'ad, one of the mollas
mentioned above, in his chronicles of the Empire for the year 1241
(1825-26) and in his work entitled Oss-i iafer, the famous accoUnt of
the extirpation of the Janissaries. He was not the only 'alim who
wrote official history with this tendency. The major imperial
historiographers (

‘a-niivis) of the reign of Mabmiid II-

ani-zade 'Ata)ullah before Mebmed Es'ad, as well as Al)med Cevdet
and Abmed Lutfi in the following generation-were also 'ulema and in
their works wholeheartedly emphasized the advantages and legality
of the Westem innova- tions. On a popular level a similar function
was often fulfilled by the imams of the various quarters of Istanbul
who were instructed by the cadi of the capital to act against any
criticism of the new military institutions expressed in coffee-houses
and other places.? When the fez was introduced in the new Ottoman



army in 1243 (1827-28), several prominent public preachers (ders- i
‘amm) not only approved the innovation in the Council of State but
also took it upon themselves to explain its legality to the people. 8
The imams and IJOcas were the main instruments of Government
propaganda until the first Turkish newspaper, the official Tatvim-i
Vetayi

appeared in 1831. Approxi- mately a hundred years earlier 'ulema
(and a dervish

yb) had been appointed proof-readers, assistants, and, later,
directors of the newly established printing press of ibrahim Miiteferri

a, which had aroused so many misgivings among the reactionaries.
It was probably for the same reason that Sultan Mabmiid now made
Molla Mebmed Es'ad editor of the newspaper and another <alim its
proof-reader. 9 Similarly, when in 1830-31 the first modem general
cenSUS of the Ottoman Empire was to be carried out, 'ulema were
appointed to head many of the regional teams (Mebmed Es<ad, for
instance, in Sofia) in order to dispel the suspicions of the people. 'o
Another valuable service rendered by this same molla was
connected with Sultan Mal)miid's revolutionary measures against the
plague. The popular religious belief in predestination prevented the
taking of any precautions against this disease, which from time to
time caused havoc among the population of the Ottoman Empire. In
1812, for example, over seventy thousand people were estimated to
have died from it in Istanbul and the vicinity." The most effective way
to fight the plague was of course to keep it from being imported from
abroad. Mebmed 'Ali had introduced quarantine in Egypt earlier in
the century, but in Istanbul the 'ulema were reported to have
opposed Sultan Mabmiid's wish to follow his example. 12 The young
Prussian officer, Helmuth von Moltke, who in the 1830s spent
several years in Turkey, wrote in a letter of February 1837, 'Die Pest
wird bestehen, so
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lange es Ulemas giebt'.13 He was, however, soon to be proved
wrong. In 1838 the Sultan overrode all opposition and decided to
establish a quarantine station near Istanbul with the help of Austrian
experts. A fetvii sanctioning this innovation was obtained and an
article in the official newspaper Ta

vim-i Ve

ayi( put forward a series of religious and logical arguments against
the popular prejudice.... Among the three officials charged with
launching the project were two (ulemii, Mel)med Es(ad and the Chief
Physician of the Sultan (I,ekim-blJfl), (Abdii'l-l:la

"s Their cooperation with the Government helped without doubt to
overcome the opposition among the people and the lower (ulemii.
The fact that for many years to come these laudable decisions
remained largely on paper t6 should not detract from the importance
of the liberal attitude of the 'ulemii leaders with regard to this delicate
question. Though less devastating than the plague, cholera, tOO,
took a large toll among the Ottomans in that period. By order of
Sultan Mal)miid, his Chief Physician and confidant,

iic,ii-(asker MUHafa Behcet, wrote a treatise in Turkish on the
cholera morbus in which he made use of an Austrian manual. After
giving an account of the history of the disease, the author described
its symptoms and recommended precautionary measures and
modes of treat- ment™ Several thousand copies of this treatise were
printed at the Imperial Press and in August 1831 were distributed
tree of charge among the civil population and soldiers in Istanbul and
the provinces. t8 The same (iilim, MUHafa Behcet, also took an



active part in the early development of medical studies. During his
third term as Chief Physician, and largely on his initiative, the new
army medical school, the (tbb-pane or (tbbiye, was founded in
1827"9 The new institution had to overcome a strong traditional
prejudice against the dissection of human bodies. A few years before
the opening of the medical school Sultan Mal)miid had, by a 911ft-I
hiimiiyun, ordered the printing of a work on anatomy entitled Mir'iit al-
Abtliin fi Tashril, A(

" al-Insiin, written by

iini-ziide Mel)med (Atii'ulliin, the mollii mentioned above. This book,
which was published in 1820 and aroused much interest in Europe,
as well, contained a large number of engravings illustrating the text.
20 The publication of pictures of the human form was also contrary
to Ottoman-Muslim tradition. It is certainly worthy of notice that the
man who ignored two such powerful religious prejudices and
composed this pioneer work on modern medicine was a high-ranking
member of the (ulemii corps. The (ulemii did not limit their
cooperation in educational reform to the medical school. In 1838-39
the first steps were taken to establish riiftliye, i.e. middle schools,
and imiim-ziide Mel)med £Scad, titular

lic,ii-'asker of Anatolia, was appointed their superintendent with the
title of (mekteb-t) ma'izrif-i ‘atlJiye niiitn. 21 A few years after Sultan
Mal)miid's death the above- mentioned 'iilim and historian,

al)liiflar-

eybj-ziide Mel)med £Scad, con- cluded his career as first Ottoman
Minister ofEducation,zz
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In their support for, or their acquiescence in, the Westernizing
reforms of Selim Il and Mal;1miid Il the 'ulema leadership joined
forces with certain dervish orders. Traditionally, many high 'ulema
had strong

iifi inclinations. Several

eybii)l-islams of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are
known to have belonged to the Na

shbendi order or to the Mevlevi order,23 while others built or
supported dervish convents. 24 The Mevlevis enjoyed the special
favour of Sultan Selim Il and therefore of high society in his time.
They became the most powerful order politically, thus superseding
the popular Bektashis who were closely associated with the
reactionary Janissary COrpS.2S Under Mal;1miid Il the Mevlevis
continued to support reforms. During his reign some adherents of the
order occupied very influential positions in the Government and at
Court. The most important among them. Mel;1med Sa'id I;lalet, was
for many years the Sultan's chief confidant and the virtUal arbiter of
the Empire's destiny.26 In Mal;1miid's later years one of his favourite
courtiers and companions was 'Abdi Bey, a devout MevleviP Another
one, Abmed Siidi

Ziver Efendi, was appointed one of the six members of the new
meclis-i viida-Y| agkam-I| 'adliye set up in 1838. 28 Strong rumours
circulating in Istanbul in the late 1830s had it that the Sultan
continually obtained secret information on home affairs through
Mevlevi channels. 29 According to the assertion of the Moldavian
prince, Ghika, the

eyb of the famous Mevlevi convent at Galata (Pera), also a personal
friend of Mal;1miid Il, did more than anyone else to help the Sultan
overcome the opposition of the 'ulema to his reforms. 3D



Opposition to R1Qnns The attitude of the mollas who supported the
Westernizing reforms of Selim |l and Mal;1miid Il was certainly not
typical of the entire 'ulema corps. As a result of the revolution of
1807 reactionary elements in the 'ulema leadership succeeded
temporarily in stopping these reforms by force. The rebellious
Janissaries were actively helped and guided by

eybu)l-islam Mel;1med 'Afii)ullih, 'I'Ame de la revolution', his teacher
Mel;1med Munib, the cadi of Istanbul Murid-zade Mel;1med Murad
and several other molliis who signed a l;iiccet-i fer'iye condemning
the reforms of the New Order (niUm-1 cedJitl) as unprecedented
illegal innovations (bid'at) and reprehensible imitations of the infidels.
31 After the accession of Sultan Mal;1miid in the following . year,n
the conservative 'ulema were, however, increasingly forced into a
purely defensive position, offering only passive resistance to, or
acquiescing in, the reform policy of the Government. Yet, on one
issue, which at first sight may seem to be of rather minor importance,
the 'ulema leadership successfully opposed Mal;1miid's wishes. In
1828 the Sultan is said to have demanded that the 'ulema should
also wear
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the red fez, the new headgear which was made compulsory for all
Government officials and soldiers and was worn by the sovereign
himself.



eybii)l-islim Mebmed Tahir, who had cooperated with the Sultan in
the destruction of the Janissaries and had sanctioned all subsequent
reforms, staunchly refused to agree to this innovation. 33 Mabmiid
dismissed him, but the war with Russia which broke out at about that
time made any serious quarrel with the 'ulemii most inopportUne.
The project was therefore laid aside 34 and the 'ulemii saved their
white turbans, which distinguished them from the rest of the people,
until Atamrk's reform a hundred years later. After the end of the war
in 1829 Mabmiid felt free to resume his reforms with greater vigour
and on a much larger scale. His introduction of another European
custom led to a new clash with the ‘'ulemii, but this time the Sultan
completely ignored their opinion. Mabmiid, like Selim before him, had
his portrait painted several times, though the

eYbii)l-isliim is thought to have objected to this offence against rel
ous tradition. J5 In 1832 the Sultan went so far as to send the

eybii)l-isliim his pOrtrait set with brilliants as a sign of his favour,36
and such presents to high officials and foreign rulers became
customary.J7 When, however, in 1836 the monarch's portrait was
solemnly displayed in various barracks and Government offices,
many people, especially among the 'ulema, reportedly expressed
their discontent. 38 The exhibition of the portrait was preceded by a
great military procession and was accompanied by music, gun
salvoes and fireworks. But it is interesting to note that the religious
ceremonies in its honour were performed by dervish

eybs and not by 'ulemii. 39 The opposition of the 'ulemii seems to
have stemmed from their fear that the public display of the portrait
might give rise to the impression that it was to be worshipped by the
people. 40 Though the leadership of the 'ulemii corps generally
supported Sultan Mabmiid or at least submitted to his will, many
'ulema in the lower ranks remained extremely hostile to European
innovations. UnfortUnately, the opinions of the opponents of
Westernization cannot be adequately studied, since very few of them
dared to express their views in writing. Even if they had, the copying
or printing of their works would hardly have been allowed. Some



informacion on opposition to the reforms is found in European
sources, but many of these, in particular the innumclrable travel
books of the period under review, are not reliable and are to be used
with great caution. However, even the Turkish chronicles for the
years of intensive reforms following the Peace of Adrianople record a
number of disturbances in which reactionary 'ulemii were involved. In
1829, for instance, several bods were exiled for criticizing the new
institutions in their RamaQiin sermons in the mosques. 41 One of
them, a Bosnian miiderris, had publicly objected to the new
European dress and pronounced those adopting it misbelievers.
There is evidence that he later joined a dangerous rebel in the Aydm
region who
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claimed to have been sent by Allah to defend the poor and drew into
his force remnants of the Janissaries and other outlaws. 42 A little
later the mufti and another (iilim at Tosya, south-east of Kastamonu,
supported local rebels, many of whom were said to have been
Janissaries expelled from Istanbul in 1826. 43 One of the main
centtes of opposition to many reforms of Ottoman Government and
society on Western lines was the students of the religious colleges
(medrese), the so-called takbe-yi 'uliim or sofras. Their number was
very large. According to detailed lists for 1784,.... there were about
1500 sofras in Istanbul, not counting their fidmez or ‘fags', who
served the students in return for board, lodging and private tuition. In
addition there were many external students, who lived outside the
medreses. More than three thousand sofras, it is claimed,45 took
part in the annihilation of the Janissaries in 1826. In the 1830s and
1840s the total of medrese students in the capital was estimated at



about five thousand. 46 The sofras pursued their studies over a long
period of years, ofren living in very difficult conditions. Many of them
were undernourished, receiving-according to European observers 47
- only one free meal a day. Though a considerable number were no
longer young, they were generally unmarried. Many of them had to
wait a long time before they were able to obtain any remunerative
pOSt. Throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire the softas had
been a breeding ground of discontent and trouble-making. 48 In the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries their dissatisfaction grew
as a result of the scandal- ous corruption in the 'ulema leadership. It
may safely be assumed that the poor sofras (and low-ranking 'ulemii)
regarded with deep envy the enormously rich heads of their corps,
most of whom belonged, as will be pointed out later, to a small
number of aristocratic families. The abuse they resented in particular
was the ever increasing tendency to grant the higher positions in the
corps to members of these clans, in many cases ignorant and
otherwise unworthy.49 While the softa of lower, especially provincial,
origin had to study ten or twenty years and to pass several difficult
examinations before becoming a miiderris, the son of a high mollii of
a distinguished family was sometimes granted that rank at the age of
six!SO Similar discrimination was evident in subsequent promotions.
Instead of rising to higher positions in accordance with the traditional
consideration of seniority, members of this privileged group often
'lJumped the queue' (tafra).51 As the chiefs of the 'ulemii corps
occupied high positions in Government, the animosity of the softas
and lower 'ulema naturally turned against all authority. These
elements of class struggle within the 'ulemii corps-a struggle not yet
adequately studied-were bound to lead to serious trouble in periods
of military disasters, great political and social changes, and drastic
attempts at reforms, as in the days ofSelim |ll and Mal;1miid II.
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During the first part of Mabmiid's reign the softas several times
openly challenged the authority of the Government, including that of
the high 'ulemii. A famous example is the Incident of the Candle (va

‘a-y' mum) in winter 1817-18. A quarrel resulting from the refusal of a
grocer to sell more than one candle to each customer led to a
serious clash between Janissary guards and students of the famous
medrese of Mebmed the Conqueror who from olden days had
enjoyed the privilege of possessing arms. The softas rose in protest
and caused the resignation of the

eybii'l-isliim.52 A few years later, in 1821, many hundreds of softas
demonstrated before the palace of the

eybti)l-isliim, demanding the liberation of one of their professors who
had been condemned to exile because of his anti-government
speeches. The Grand Vizier was compelled personally to assuage
the angry and dangerous crowd. 53 Moreover, since the studies at
the medrese were strictly limited to the traditional subjects of Muslim
learning, the softas objected violently to European reforms; in all
probability they considered them a danger not only to their religious
beliefs but also to their economic prospects. It is therefore not
surprising that their fanaticism and narrow-mindedness often far
surpassed those of the 'ulemii leaders. In April 1801, for example,
softas armed with slippers and stones attacked and expelled the
Russian ambassador and his party, including other diplomats and a
few ladies, who by special permission of the Ottoman Government
were visiting the Suleymiiniye Mosque. Deeply embarrassed, the
Porte ordered several softas to be executed and many others to be
bastinadoed and banished. 54 When in spring 1833 French-
supported Mebmed 'Ali Pasha threatened the very existence of the
Ottoman State and the Government had to appeal to the Russians
for help, measures were considered to expel fanatical anti-foreign
softas from Istanbul,55 JUSt as the progressive attitude of the 'ulemii
leadership did not affect the opposition of the softas and lower 'ulemii
to Mabmiid's reforms, so the cooperation of the Mevlevis and other



orders with the Sultan was not shared by all dervishes. In particular,
many members of the popular orders and unattached itinerant
dervishes objected violently to the policy of reforms. During the
Friday prayers in the Stileymiiniye Mosque in 1829 an ecstatic
dervish loudly cursed and reviled the

eybii)l-isliim, who attended the service together with other State
dignitaries, for influencing the Sultan to adopt 'false rites'.56 Even
more outrageous was the outburst of another fanatical dervish,
known as

eyb Sa

h, who in 1837 stopped Sultan Mabmiid on the new Galata bridge,
called him 'infidel Sultan' and accused him of destroying the religion
of Islam. The dervish, whom the people considered a saint, was
arrested and executed, and a martyr legend quickly sprang up
among the masses. 57
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TIN ItleoJogy of Reform The high 'ulema who in their writings or their
speeches in the Councils of State expressed approval of the reforms
defended their attitude by arguments either taken from religious law
and early Islamic history or based on reason and common sense. S8
Djihiid, the holy war against the infidels, they argued, was one of the
foremost duties of he li evers. To strengthen the army oflslam by
every means was therefore an important religious obligation. It had
become a most urgent necessity in the days when the Ottoman
State, the last bulwark of Islam, suffered defeat after defeat at the



hands of superior Christian forces. The existence of the Empire and
therewith oflslam could no longer be safeguarded without the
adoption of European military technique. To learn from the infidel
enemy would not constitute a religiously illicit innovation (bitlcat) but
would be an application of the legitimate maxim of multabek bi->I-
mi!,1 or reciprocation, that is, fighting the enemy with his own
weapons. Such conduct was sanctioned by several passages in the
Qur'iin, such as chapter VIII, verse 60, '... and prepare against them
(the enemies) what force ye are able'. The passage (ch. IX, v. 36), '...
and fight against the idolators altogether (!4ffatan) as they fight
against you altogether' is tradition- ally understood as allowing the
Muslims to make war 'in all' months, including the four sacred ones.
59 Apologists for Mal)miid's reforms, however, interpreted it as
permitting them to make use of all the arms and tactics used by their
opponents, or even explained !4ffatan in the sense of fighting 'in a
united and compact formation'.60 The last interpretation was
specifically meant to legalize the new European drill officially styled
taWm-i fere;, i.e. drill according to the religious law,61 and the
Western battle order introduced by Selim Ill and Mal)miid Il. An even
more explicit basis for them was discovered in ch. LXI, v. 4, 'Verily
God loveth those who fight for his religion in battle array, as though
they were a well compacted building (bunyQn mar.rii.()'.62 Further
arguments were based on precedents in ancient Muslim history. Ibn
Khaldiin had already shown, they said, that the early Muslims gave
up the pagan Arab custom of individual combat in the 'hit and run'
fashion (al- /torr 'Wa-'J-farr) and adopted the higher military
technique of their Persian and Byzantine foes who fought in lines of
battle (fufUf).63 Similarly, Al)med Cevdet added,64 the Prophet did
not hesitate to learn from the Zoroastrian Persians the technique,
until then unknown in Arabia, of digging a trench (khantla

) round his capital, Medina. Others asserted 6S that the early
Muslims borrowed the use of bilrUt invented by the infidels, referring,
it seems, to the Greek fire or similar incendiary material hurled at the
enemy,66 but possibly also to gunpower which the Ottomans
adopted many centuries later. The
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Prophet of Islam, it was further argued, did not limit his borrowings
from the unbelievers to military matters. After the battle of Badr he
employed several prisoners taken from the infidel Meccans to teach
reading and writing to Muslim children in Medina. 67 Learning from
the infidels should not give rise to any feeling of inferiority among the
Muslims. They should keep in mind that the progress of Christian
Europe in military science was but the reaction of the frightened
West to the superiority of Ottoman arms and Muslim heroism over
many centuries. 68 Also Western economic principles which the
Ottomans should adopt, such as payment of fixed salaries to
Government officials, were ideas which the Europeans 'had taken
from our (Islamic) religious law'.69 The Muslims would only take
back what originally had been borrowed from them. The ideologists
of Western reforms among the <Ulemii'° hotly rejected the argument
of their adversaries that man tllIShabbaha bi-qawm fa-huwa minhum,
'Who imitates a(nother) people becomes one of them', meaning that
the imitation of Europe by Muslims would lead to the complete loss
of their identity. A more practical and apparently widespread
objection which the reformers had to meet was the contention that
since Western methods were contrary to those customary in the
Muslim world their adoption was bound to end in disastrous failure.
To invalidate this argument, Ke

eci-zade71 quoted the example of Egypt, likewise a Muslim country,
which in his opinion had been ruined evcn morc than Turkey. But 'an
illiterate vizier of our Padishah (referring to Me



med 'Ali, the ruler of Egypt), a man of mediocre intelligence, has
turned that old Egypt into a new country'.72 It is after all well known,
Ke

eci-ziide added, 'that our (Turkish) <Ulemii are in every respect
superior to the 'ulema of al-Azhar and that our high Government
officials and clerks are more intelligent than his (Me

med 'A li's) Divan Efendisi'. Keteci-ziide strongly rebuked those
fatalist Muslims who claimed that nothing could be done until the
arrival of the Mahdi. Quoting the Arabic proverb, 'Men's exertions
uproot mountains', he rejected the pessimism of those who did not
believe that the old Ottoman Empire could be reorganized. He drew
their attention to the infidel Austrians, Prussians and French who,
'though deprived of divine support', had succeeded by rational
measures (tetlabir-i 'a#iye) in reconstructing and rejuvenating their
states after most serious defeats. 73 In his last memorandum written
shortly before his banish- ment and death,'4 the mollii called on the
Ottomans not merely to rely on divine help, which was not always
forthcoming, but to devise ways and means to reform their State.
The final argument of all the <Ulemii who favoured modernization
was the religious obligation of every Muslim to follow the orders of
the Sultan, as long as they were not contrary to the holy law. Verse
59 of the fourth chapter of the Qur'iin, '0 true believers, obey God,
and obey the apostle and those
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who are in authority among you', was a stock phrase in the polemic
arsenal of all reformers. Many of the arguments presented by the



'ulema in favour of reforms were certainly no more than an
ideological 'superstructure' which concealed the real reasons for
their attitude. Retrospectively, the support given by the high <ulema
to the policy of opening the Ottoman Empire to European secular
ideas and institutions seems a suicidal policy from the point of view
of the interest of their corps. Why then did the 'ulema leadership
cooperate with Selim Il and Mabmiid Il and, in the teeth of very
strong popular opposition, help them to carry out their reforms? The
reasons for their attitude, which form the subject of the second part
of this paper, cannot be understood without an inquiry into the
position of the <ulema in the Ottoman Empire, the character of the
State and the policy of the Sultans in this period.

Il REASONS FOR (ULEMA SUPPORT OF REFORM

Decline of Power One reason for the attitude of the high 'ulema was
their fear of the Sultan, particularly of Mabmiid Il. This strong ruler
ruthlessly eliminated the power- ful feudal lords (tlere-beyl) and local
notables (ayan). He crowned his establish- ment of an absolute and
autocratic monarchy by the annihilation of the Janissaries, who had
so often been the collaborators or instruments of the (ulema in
checking the power of the Sultans. On various occasions Mal}miid
showed that he demanded submission to his will from all his
servants, including the 'ulema, and dismissed and banished

eybu>l-islams and other moll as who refused to comply with his
wishes. In this way he succeeded not merely in silencing their
opposition to his reforms but even in having them help him to carry
out his policy. A number of examples quoted above show how the
Sultan made use of the <ulema's spiritual influence on the people in
order to obtain religious sanction and secure popular respect for his
innovations. Mal}mud II's success in mastering the <ulema is
spectacular in view of the enormous power this corps had wielded
for many generations, especially after the decline of the military



classes. In the middle of the eighteenth century a British
ambassador at Constantinople 7s was deeply impressed by the
political influence of the 'ulema. In his opinion their discontent alone
would be enough to shake the Sultan's throne. His French colleague
reported in 1786 that 'ce n'est pas ici comme en France, 00 le roi est
le seul maitre; il faut persuader les ulemas, les gens de loi, les
ministres qui Soot en place, et ceux qui n'y sont plus'.76 A few years
earlier the Prussian envoy claimed in one of
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his despatches that the 'ulemii dreamed of the establishment of a
kind of aristocratic government of which they would be the main
pillars and the Sultan a mere decoration. 77 However, towards the
end of the eighteenth century the 'ulemii's power gradually declined.
Lack of unity among them was one of the fundamental causes for
this. Not only, as mentioned above, were the leading 'ulemii families
and high molliis separated by a deep gulf from the rank and file, but
within the leadership itself the struggle for promotion to the highest
positions led to constant intrigues. These became particularly violent
when in the eighteenth century an excessively large number of
muderrises and mollas were appointed because of favouritism and
nepotism, thus increasing the number of candidates for the few top
positions in the COrps.78 Hence it should not be surprising that a
mollii was often willing to yield to the Sultan's wishes and even agree
to innovations of Western origin, as the price for gaining ascendancy
over a rival. Moreover, the prestige of the 'ulema had declined
greatly during preceding generations because of the growing
corruption in their ranks. 79 Posts were given or even sold to
unsuitable men, such as followers and servants of high 'ulema. In



some cases people who were not even able to read their names
were appointed cadis. 80 The venality of the judges had become
proverbial. While in olden times, a leading 'iilim S| lamented, people
came to the cadi to complain of oppression by the governor and his
subordinates, it was now the other way round. Instead of the 'ulemii
restraining the Government from infringing upon the holy law, the
Sultan had to issue innumerable firmans warning the judges not to
violate the shari'a. 82 The moral fibre of the 'ulemii corps had
weakened to an alarming extent. When during the military and
financial crisis of the first years of his rule Sultan Selim IIl ordered all
subjects to deliver their gold and silver objects to the mint, many rich
'ulemii refused to do so, though the use of such utensils was also
forbidden by religious law. Some of them even dared to express
criticism of the Sultan's order. 83 According to 'A

Im.84 at the beginning of Selim IlI's reign an 'iillim and his students
enthusiastically volunteered to join the war against the Russian
infidels. But such cases appear to have become rare in the early
nineteenth century. In the Great Council held in 1821 the

eybu)l-isliim dramatically declared that he himself would pick up a
rifle, bind a shawl around his head and go to war against the Greek
rebels. 8s Needless to say, he never left his comfortable palace. The
moral decline of the 'ulemii corps lost it some of the traditional
respect and trust of the common people and thereby further
weakened its power of resistance to the Sultan's pressure.
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Hostility to 7linirsari



s anti &lttashir A further reason for the support of the reform policy
by the high 'ulema was their hatred of the Janissaries and their
associates. True, in the revolutions of 1703, 1730, and 1807-8 many
leading 'ulema had made common cause with the Janissary
insurgents. But such short-lived cooperation should not conceal the
basic conflict and hostility that existed between the Janissaries, who
belonged to the illiterate working class, and the higher 'ulema, who
formed the only aristocracy in Ottoman society. Until Mabmiid II's
time the mollas were the most privileged class in the State. They
could be dismissed and exiled but, unlike other Government officials,
were almost never executed. Their great fortUnes, not subject to
taxation. could be freely left to their descendants, whereas those of
other dignitaries were-until 1826 86 -confiscated by the Sultan after
their owner's death, if not earlier. No wonder that the mollas,
especially the leading families among them, were staunch
supporters of public law and order and feared all revolutionary
actions of the rabble led by the Janissaries, 'this collection of
grocers, boatmen, fishermen, porters, coffee-house keepers, and
such like persons'.87 The 'ulem& seem never to have forgotten 88
the tragic end of the famous

eYbii'l-jslam Fey

'llah who was murdered in 1703 by the rebellious Janissaries and
whose corpse was ignominiously dragged through the streets of
Adrianople and finally thrown into the river. They knew by bitter
experience that rebels against the Government were often tempted
to vent their rage on the rich and powerful <ulema. The case of an
ex-molla of Aleppo in the reign of <Abdii'l-l:lamid | may be
considered typical: while returning to the capital, he was attacked by
a horde of insurgents, robbed of his very considerable belongings,
stripped of his clothes, and given the bastinado to the
accompaniment of malicious sneering and laughter by the rebels."
The 'ulema writers who supported Mabmiid II's reforms made every
effort to prove that the Janissaries were bad Muslims who violated
the religious law and even CUt copies of the Qur'an into pieces
during their rebellions. 90 Even stronger accusations of this sort



were directed against the Bektashi order which was closely
associated with the Janissaries. The higher <ulema took a most
hostile attitude to this proletarian and unintellectual, or even anti-
intellectual, order in which uneducated men could rise to the highest
ranks. They strongly criticized the unorthodox behaviour of the
Bektashis, accusing them of drinking wine even during the month of
Ramac,ian, neglect- ing public prayers, rejecting the first three
caliphs in Shiite fashion, etc. The Bektashis reciprocated by heaping
scorn and ridicule upon the pompous 'ulema, imputing hypocrisy and
many other vices to them. In their contest
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with these dangerous rivals the 'ulemii won a resounding victory. In
July 1826 they, or at least many of their leaders, supported the
Sultan in abolishing the order, destroying many of its convents, and
confiscating a large part of its endowments for the Public
Treasury.91

Connections with the Court The negative reasons discussed so far
were not the only, and not even the principal, motives for the
cooperation of the high-ranking 'ulemii with Selim [l and Mabmiid 1.
Several of these 'ulemii were bound to their sovereign from early
youth by ties of personal friendship. Three examples may serve as
an illustration. Veli-ziide Mebmed Emin, who during Selim's reign
had three times held the position of



iidi-'asker of Riimeli and strongly advocated the Niiilm-t Ceatd, stood
in a peculiar sentimental relationship to the Sultan. His father, the
former

eybij'l-isliim, Veliyii>d-Din, is said to have presented to Sultan
MUS{afa Ill a beautiful Georgian slave-girl named Mihr-i

iih who became the mother of Selim. After her son's accession to the
throne she, as Viii ide Sul{iin, had a most powerful influence on him
and, through her steward, Yiisuf Agha, on the affairs of State. She
reportedly retained an affectionate feeling for her former master and
she as well as her son, the Sultan, showed kindness to Veli-ziide. 92
His death in 1805 93 was a severe blow to Selim and the reform
party. Another striking example is ljalil Efendi, commonly known as
yerkes ljam. Born in Circassia of an unknown father, he was brought
as a slave-boy into the Imperial harem where his mother served as a
wet-nurse to Hibetu>I- liih Sul{iin, baby daughter of Sultan MU${afa
lll. In the Sariiy, ljalil became a personal attendant to young Prince
Selim. When the latter came to the throne in 1789, he appointed his
friend to the lucrative poSt of superintendent of his Private Treasury
(j,azille Itetj,litlim). About thirteen years later ljalil resigned from
service in the Palace and obtained the office of Mollii of Galata, thus
joining the highest class of the 'ulemii. Though he is said to have
studied religious sciences from early youth, such appointment of a
complete outsider to a molliiship was regarded by many of his fellow
'ulemii as a shocking novelty. They did not dare, however, to object
to a friend and favourite of the Sultan. After the accession of
Mahmiid Il in 1808 Halil .

gained great personal influence on the young Sultan, who may
have known him from the time of his service in the Sariiy. He
became a member of the State Council and representative at
meetings with foreign envoys, was twice appointed

iic;li-'asker of Riimeli, and in 1819 reached the highest position in the
'ulemii COrpS.94 This irregular elevation of a Circassian slave to the
office of



eybij>I-
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islam was received by the great 'ulema families as an outrageous
affront to the traditions of their COrpS.9S But Mabmiid did not
hesitate to force his personal favourite upon them, juSt as he had
elevated the low-born clerk, [;liilet Efendi, to a dominant position in
the political affairs of the State and his Chief Barber to a similar
position at the Palace. The third 'alim of this type, Yasinci-zade
'Abdii)l-Vehhab, was of even greater importance for the success of
the reforms. As a child he, toO, was taken into the Saray and
became a companion of young Selim. After studying under a well-
known <alim at the Palace he obtained the rank of miiderris, rose in
the hierarchy, and finally twice became

eybti'l-islam. The second time he served during the most decisive
period of Western reforms, the years 1828-33. He consistently
supported Mabmiid Il, who showed him much favour. When <Abdti)l-
Vehhab died in 1834 the Sultan himself attended the funeral prayers
at the Fatib Mosque. It is significant that this loyal molla wrote a
treatise entitled KhudJa.rat al-Burhim fi I{a'at al-Sul{an, 'The Essence
of the Proof concerning Obedience to the Sultan'.96 The three high
'ulema mentioned were not the only members of their corps who
maintained strong ties with the Sariiy. Close connections between
the high 'ulema and the Court existed at all times and were another
reason for their cooperation with the Sultans. According to long-
established custom, four important charges at Court were always
held by (ulemii of the highest class-the poStS of the Sultan's Chief
Physician (J,eltim-baft),97 Chief Astrologer (miineccim-blift) and, of



course, the twO Private Imams (jJiinkiir imamt or imilm-t suJtani).
These dignitaries, who before and after their service at the Palace
filled the highest positions in the (ulema hierarchy, maintained close
contacts with the chief courtiers and in many cases with the Sultan
himself.98 An excellent example is Mu

{af3 Mes'iid, the Chief Physician whose exceptional studies at
Vienna will be discussed later on. He won Mabmiid |l's confidence to
such an extent that in 1812 the Sultan instructed the new hospodar
of one of the Rumanian principalities to send his secret reports on
the international scene by Austrian diplomatic pouch and address
them to Mes'iid Efendi. The Ottoman cabinet ministers were not to
know of this arrangement by which the Sultan hoped to obtain
sufficient information to be able to supervise his Government's
activities." In Selim's and Mal,1miid's times several high 'u1emi and
Mev1evi

eybs joined a number of Court officials and formed a circle of
intellectuals interested in music and literature. They often met at the
Saray and were even allowed into the Sultan's presence. [OO During
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the traditional divi- sion
between the (ulema and the Men of the Sword, who occupied the
military and higher administrative positions, became less
pronounced. Many pashas were said to have one or more of their
sons join the 'ulema corps with
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a view to being able to transfer their property to their heirs, thus
safeguarding it against confiscation after their death. 10 | ibrahim,



who was

eybii'l-islam in 177+-75 and 1785, carried the tide Bey Efendi,
because he was the son of a pasha, Grand Vizier 'iva:? Me

med. One of his brothers, ijalil Pasha, also became Grand Vizier.
10Z Similarly, both the father and grandfather of ibrahim ‘i

met Bey Efendi, one of the chief 'ulema in Selim lll's time, were
pashas of vizier rank.'O) An Austrian diplomat who met him as
Ottoman plenipotentiary at the Sistova peace conference in 1791
describes him as haughty and very proud of his illustrious origin.'04
Under Mabmiid II's reign a son of Grand Vizier ljalil I;lamid Pasha,
Me

med 'Arif Bey Efendi, was repeatedly

adi- 'asker of Riimeli. 'os Many more such cases could be added.
The fact that many of the leading 'ulema had close relatives who had
served or were serving in the highest secular offices of the State was
bound to influence their outlook. It brought them into personal
contact with the political and military leaders of their time and helped
them to gain clearer insight into the major problems of the Empire.

'Ukmiz in Government

Inasmuch as their corps was strongly represented in the
Government and the supreme consultative bodies of the Ottoman
State, the high 'ulema needed understanding of current political
affairs. As of old, the two

ac;li- 'askers were prominent members of the Imperial Divan.
Another member, the ni



ancl, at times also belonged to the 'ulema class. The State Council
(enciimetl-i mtfVeret or meclis-i furii), which was convened to discuss
important political questions, often met at the palace of the

eybii'l-islam. Among those usually invited were, apart from the
eybii'l- islam,l06 the present and former

ac,ii- 'askers, the cadi of Istanbul, and many other 'ulema, such as
the

eybs of the Aya Sofya and other Imperial mosques, the na
ibiil-e
raf (the head of the descendants of Mu

ammad), the Chief Physician, bocas of the Palace, public lecturers,
and others. '07 These 'ulema often regarded themselves as a
separate group within the Council, deliberating among themselves
before their spokesman expressed his opinion. IOB The inclusion of
the chiefs of the 'ulema corps was also considered necessary in
order to make them share the responsibility for grave and unpopular
decisions and to prevent them from subsequently criticizing the
Government's policy either openly or secretly.™ On the other hand, in
Council meetings the 'ulema often tried not to commit themselves or
their corps on delicate questions. | 10 'Ulema also took an active part
in the new councils set up by Selim Ill and Mabmiid Il to enact their
reform programme. The earliest of these was the
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special council of high officials which was established by Selim for
the execution of the Niiam-t Ceditl and for some time superseded the
Divan in imp

)ftance. Among its three chief members was a well-known 'iilim,
Tatarclk 'Abdu'llah. He and his two colleagues- Yiisuf Agha, the
superintendent of the mint, and Me

med Ra
id, favu
-ba

1 and later re'isii'l-kiittab- secretly discussed and decided upon all
major problems and, in the words of the Austrian envoy at
Constantinople, 'really governed the Ottoman Empire'."™ In the
permanent councils set up towards the end of Ma

miid Irs rule the <ulema were represented on a rather limited scale, a
sign of their declining political power. The new Military Council (tlar-t
fiira-yt (askeri), which was opened in 1837, consisted of military men
and civil officials. It had only one member from among the <Ulema,
the mufti of the Council, who according to its statutes was to fulfil
twO functions-to examine and solve problems of religious law which
might arise in the Council, and to lead the prayers of its members at
the fixed hours. 112 In the meclis-i valiz-yt al,kam-t (atlliye set up in
1838 there was one 'alim among six and in the tlar-t fiira-yt ball-t 'iJi
one among (at first) seven members.'u A miiderris was appointed
member of the new niifi'a meclisi. 114 During the whole period under
review the <ulema exerted a considerable influence on the foreign
policy of the Empire. This was due not only to their participation in
the various councils but to the fact that many leading <ulema held
important diplomatic posts. When in 1810--11 Ma

miid Il wanted to establish a common Muslim front against Russia
which was threatening both the Ottoman Empire and Persia, he sent
a high-ranking 'alim, the future



eybii'l-islam Yasinci-zade 'Abdii'l- V ehhab, as ambassador to Iran.
1IS The same position was entrusted twenty-five years later to the
famous historian, Me

med Es(ad, at that time Cadi of Istanbul."6 'Ulema were apparently
not willing to serve as visiting or-after the late eighteenth century-
resident diplomatic representatives in Christ- ian countries. They
were, however, conspicuous among the Ottoman plenipotentiaries at
armistice and peace negotiations with European Powers. Yasinci-
ziide (O

man, father of the above-mentioned ambassador to Persia and at
that time preacher of the Aya Sofya Mosque, was in 1772 appointed
second Ottoman representative at the abortive peace talks with the
Russians at Foc

ani.117 Molla ibrahim (hmet Bey Efendi, also mentioned above, was
one of the Sultan's plenipotentiaries at the peace conference with
Austria at Sistova and with Russia at Jassy in 1791-92. Under Ma

miid |l one of the Turkish representatives who negotiated with the
Russians at Bucharest (1812), Akkerman (1826) and Adrianople
(1829) was in each case a molla. lls In the capital, <ulema took a
leading part in official talks and negotia- tions with foreign diplomats.
Their participation at such meetings was
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institutionalized by the appointment of a high-ranking member of the
corps as '‘commissary at conferences' (miiltademeye me'miir. meclis-i



miikademe me'miiru)."9 In despatches sent by Austrian envoys from
Constantinople these officials are termed 'president des (aux)
conferences'. Among those charged with this function in the late
eighteenth century were the future

eybii'l-isliims, Muffi-zade Abmed, Mebmed Kamil, and |:lamidi-zade
Mu

tafa.lZo At the turn of the century the above-mentioned Molla ibrahim
'

met held this position and showed considerable diplomatic skill in the
negotiations with Russia and England after the French invasion of
Egypt 121 The Sultans often appointed <Ulema of their confidence
to this post in order to control talks with foreign diplomats. So, for
example, TatarClk 'Abdu'llah, a fervent supporter of Sultan Selim's
reforms, took part in such meetings over a long period of time. In the
beginning of Mabmiid Il's reign his confidant, Uc;li-'asker JJalil
Efendi, for many years fulfilled this duty. According to despatches in
the Austrian archives, some of these <ulema representatives
remained silent spectators but others played an active role in the
talks and sometimes took a more intransigent position than their
colleague, the re'isii'l-kiittab. 1ZZ Such difference of opinion among
the Ottoman representatives may not always have been real. It
certainly allowed the Re'is Efendi to demonstrate to the foreign
diplomat the pressure of Ottoman public opinion or the willingness of
his Government to make concessions even to the point of
disregarding the religious scruples and objections of the 'ulema. IZ3
The great influence of the 'ulema on foreign affairs continued through
the period of Mabmiid's reforms. The presitlent ties conferences,
Mebmed <Arif, a distinguished <alim mentioned above, was said to
be a most important member of the Government in 1829. The
Austrian Internuntius of that time reported 1Z4 that in order to
influence the Sultan he approached Mebmed 'Arif (and the Chief
Astrologer, another high-ranking 'alim). In the early 1830s the same
position was held by Mu

tafii Behcet, repeatedly Chief Physician and



ac;li-'asker of Riimeli, who also wielded great influence in the Divan.
To be able to discharge diplomatic functions of such responsibility
the top members of the 'ulema hierarchy had to be carefully
selected. In his memorandum to Sultan Selim, Tartarclk 'Abdu'llah
stated in reference to the high 'ulema:1ZS 'Some persons who have
come from the provinces (tlif'a), however much learning they have
acquired and studies completed, are uncouth and uncultured people
(nil-pulJte ve bi-terbiye) who are unaware of the customs of
Government and careless of the established usages of social
intercourse and intimacy. When such persons are all at once
promoted to high <ulema positions they sometimes conduct
themselves in an improper manner.' These responsible posts could
be adequately filled only by men who, in the words of the historian,
Siileyman 'izzi,126 'possessed knowledge of
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worldly concerns and were familiar with external affairs'. Such
<ulema were not many, especially after the decline of the corps in
the late eighteenth century,127 but <ulema like Tatarclk <Abdu'llah,
ibrahim <hmet and several others certainly left their mark on the
conduct of Ottoman foreign policy. Only towards the end of the reign
of Ma

miid |l were the <ulema superseded as diplomats by the 'JOcegan-|
divan, the higher 'civil servants’, who in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries had grown in numbers, education and political
influence}28 They had a better training and longer experience in
international affairs and in particular knew foreign languages which
in the 1830s 'ceased to be, as in former times, a reproach and



became a distinction in Turkey'}29 In addition to their positions in the
highest Government councils and diplomatic service, the <ulema
fulfiled most important governmental func- tions in their capacity as
cadis. As is well known, the authority of an Ottoman cadi was not
limited to the administration of justice. He was at the same time head
of the civil administration of his district aa

) and had to deal with taxation, the census of population and land,
the supply and prices of various commodities and many other
subjects.

Raison tlctat

In view of these facts, it is hardly surpnsmg that the Ottoman
<ulema, especially of the higher class, were deeply convinced that
not only the fate of Islam but their own depended on the existence
and stability of the Empire. They knew that the Sultans were right
when, in appealing to them and the other high dignitaries, they
declared, 'We are all in the same boat' (ciimkmiz bir sefine ifintle).I30
The raison tICtat was therefore a primary consideration in their
minds. A high <alim of the eighteenth century is reported 131 to have
stated that the religious law could be accommodated to the
circumstances of the State whenever this would yield any
advantage, because in his opinion the shari<a had been laid down
with a view to helping in the propagation of the Muslim faith and not
to placing obstacles in its way. The more the Ottoman Empire lost its
former might and had to submit to the will of the Great Powers, the
oftener the high <Ulema, who took part in deciding its political affairs,
faced a difficult choice between the requirements of the holy law and
the needs of the State. Several articles of the Ottoman- Austrian
peace treaty of Sistova of 1791, for instance, could hardly be carried
out without violating the shari<a. According to the treaty, Austrian
citizens who had been captured and made slaves by the Turks were
to be returned; but the



adi-<asker negotiating with the Austrian envoy strongly objected, on
religious grounds, to the liberation of those who in the meantime had
embraced Islam, though in many cases under duress or as children.
13Z
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Other problems of this kind were the status of the non-Muslim
subjects who had entered the consular service of a European
country; the status of children of Frankish residents in Turkey and
Ottoman Christian wives; and the status of Christian subjects who
had spent some time in Austrian territory and had become
naturalized citizens there before returning to the Ottoman Empire.
The claims of the Sultan's Government that all these people were to
be considered his subjects clashed with treaty obligations and the
objections of the European Powers. 133 A similar problem arose as
to the right of foreign residents in the Ottoman Empire to possess
real estate without thereby becoming limmis, i.e. non- Muslim
Ottoman subjects. The 'ulema members of the Government pointed
out that this was contrary to the religious law, but had to acquiesce in
the natus quo granting the foreigners certain rights in this respect.
134 But there were even more serious questions. Alliances with
Christian Powers, though according to some 'ulema contrary to a
Qur'anic injunction, became impera- tive and were sanctioned by the

eybu>l-islam and the highest molliis. 13S Since the shari'a forbids
ceding any part of the Muslim dominions to the infidels, the
recognition of Russian rule in the Crimea, a Muslim-populated
province, brought the 'ulema into great difficulties,u6 Similarly, when



in 1830 the Ottoman Government could no longer resist the pressure
of the Great Powers, the

eybii'l-isliim had to issue a f etva 137 in which he agreed to the
recognition of an independent Greek State. Thus the high 'ulemii
were willing to bow to political necessity even where it conflicted with
the holy law. They quoted the old maxim, al-t/arUrat tubi!? al-
ma"zurat, 'Necessity permits what is prohibited', and claimed that
according to the shari<a one had in certain circumstances to choose
the 'lesser of two evils' (ftT Teyniii ehvent).138 This problem reached
its breaking-point a few years after Mabmiid li's death. In 1843 the
execution of an apostate from Islam, as required by the religious law,
aroused the strong protests of ambassadors of friendly states,
especially Stratford Canning, the powerful British envoy. The Grand
Vizier at first refused to budge and told the Interpreter of the British
Embassy that it had been 'necessary to obey the (holy) law,
otherwise the Ulemas would have risen against US'.139 However,
the

eybii'l-islam, Mu
taf3 <A

Im, who had served many years under Sultan Mabmiid, took a more
liberal attitude than some members of the Divan did. He was
reported to have advised the ministers not to bring such cases to his
norice, as he had no choice but to state the religious law. Yet, he
added, where State necessity existed, the Sublime Porte would
herself be found the most competent judge. '40 This attitude of the
<ulema leadership found classical expression in the later part of
<Abdu>I-Mecid's reign. When Mebmed <Arif, the liberal

eybii'l-islam, was asked in the Privy Council for a fetva legalizing a
proposed innovation, he is said to have replied to the
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minister, 'Sir, don't ask our opinion on everything. If we are not
asked, we do not interfere with what you are doing.'J41 Unlike the
fanatical masses of the Muslim population, including the softas and
many lower 'ulema, most members of the higher classes of the corps
understood, in the period under review, the need for good relations
with the European Powers. They also seem to have generally taken
a friendlier attitude than the average Muslim towards the Christian
foreigner, resident or visitor. As far back as the middle of the
seventeenth century the French diplomat and traveller, d' Arvieux,
established a personal friendship with the learned cadi of Sidon who
often supped with him and after the local people had retired freely
discussed with him various matters, not excluding religion. '4z
Travellers in the eighteenth century made friends with their teachers
of Turkish, in one instance a molla of Istanbul who invited the
foreigner into his home. '43 Baron de Tott, who lived many years in
Istanbul during the third quarter of the eighteenth century, became
very friendly with rich Molla Murad of the famous Damad-zade family
of

eybii>l-islams. The molla often spent long hours in de Tott's company
and, animated by several bottles of good maraschino, talked with
him about various subjects in the frankest way.".... Foreign tourists
had similar experiences in the provinces. A Frenchman who travelled
through Anatolia in the time of Ma

miid |l reported 14S that both at Amasya and Osmanclk the local
cadi invited him to come secretly to his house, so as not to arouse
the people's suspicion. Both these 'ulema, one of whom originated
from Istanbul and the other from Smyrna, told him how happy they
were to spend some hours with an educated guest, complaining
bitterly about the ignorant and uncultured people in whose midst they
had to live. The increasing interest in, and closer contacts with,



Europe and European culture in Selim llI's time affected even the cul
ema class. In 1801 es-seyyid Munara Mes<iid, son of the

ekim-ba

' Nucman Efendi, suddenly left Istanbul for Vienna to study medicine
there. The event caused a sensation in the Ottoman capital. This
was the first time, it was pointed out, that a member of a
distinguished Muslim family, an calim and emir (descendant of the
Prophet), had gone to study in the lands of the infidels. The young
Efendi, whom the Austrian envoy at Constantinople describes '46 as
a very studious young man of high morals and an ascetic behaviour,
is said by Turkish sources 14 ? to have spent his time in Vienna at
theatres and balls instead of studying. In any case, the course of
studies of this calim, who, as mentioned above, obtained his father's
post as Chief Physician under Ma

miid Il, remained an exception.

Islamic Character of the State Despite Westernizing reforms and
growing contacts with Europe and Europeans, the <ulema under
Selim Il and Ma

miid Il apparently were not
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apprehensive of any serious threat of secularization. Indeed, until the
last third of Mabmiid's reign, and in many aspects even longer, the



Ottoman Empire remained a Muslim State based on Islamic law,
permeated by Muhammedan ideals and actually based upon its
Muslim population only. The disasttous wars against European
states in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century
even increased the Ottomans' feeling that they faced a concerted
attack of the Christian world on the last bulwark oflslam. The French
invading Egypt in 1798, the Russians defeating the Turkish armies in
1810 and later, the Greeks revolting in 1821-all of them were
considered and styled a(tli-yt din, 'enemies of the faith', whose aim
was the destruction of Islam.'48 Very illuminating is the wording of an
official Ottoman note sent in August 1821 to the Russian
ambassador. It refers to 'this Muhammedan State and Abmedi (i.e.
Muslim) nation [which] .,. was born 1200 years ago. . . and from
absolute nOthingness has become such a powerful body'.149 Even
in a document like this, which was not intended for home
consumption, Sultan Mabmiid's Empire was not regarded as a
successor to the State founded by 'O

miin and made great by Mebmed Il, Selim | and Siileyman [; the
Ottomans prided themselves rather on being the heirs of that tiny
Arab body politic of Medina established in 622 by the founder of
Islam. The frequent reference of European statesmen of that time to
the need for Christian solidarity against the barbarian Muslim Turks
and the important role Orthodox priests played in leading the Greek
revolt were bound to strengthen the conviction of Ottomans of all
classes that they were fighting religious wars. In particular the joint
attack of the British, French and Russian fleets at Navarino in 1827
seemed to them once more to vindicate the old Muslim saying that
all infidels were milia wm,ida, 'one [hostile] nation'. ISO It is
significant that even after the decisive step towards the
modernization of the Empire, the destruction of the Janissaries in
1826, Mabmiid Il named his new European-styled army 'The
Victorious Muhammedan Troops' (‘asikir-i manfiire-yi M
ugammediye). In a State so strongly pledged to continuous holy war
against the infidels, the 'u1ema rightly felt that they were a most
important and leading class. In 1825-26 a Turkish translation by a
contemporary molla, Mebmed MunTh, of al-Shaybani's al-Siyar al-



Kabir (with al-Sarakhsi's commentary) was printed and distributed by
order of Sultan Mabmiid 'to arouse the believers to fight against the
polytheists and to urge them to obey the Leader of the Muslims (the
Sultan)'.1SI On the eve of a new war against Russia 'ulema were
sent in 1827-28 to Albania, Uzistan and other provinces to call the
people to join the holy war. 1S2 However, the shattering victories of
the Russians in this war, their occupa- tion of Adrianople and threat
to Istanbul brought about a deep change. With the Peace of
Adrianople of 1829 a completely new era opened in Ottoman
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relations with Europe. Now the Turkish leaders understood that
without maintaining very close relations with at least one major
Christian Power the Empire was 10st.'53 In November 1828 the
Re'is Efendi, Pertev, in a conversation expressed the surprising idea
of convening a general European congress to settle the Ottoman-
Russian confict The Austrian Internuntius in Constantinople
understood him to wish that the Ottoman Empire be admitted into,
and guaranteed as part of, the political system ofEurope.'s4 Under
these circumstances the traditional hostility to the Christian world as
a whole could nO longer be maintained. The time-honoured slogan
of holy war against the unbelievers could no longer be the main, or
at least the only, appeal to the people in times of foreign wars. Nor
could the faithful from now on be called upon to heed the precept of
the Qur'an (ch. IV, v. 144), '0 true believers, take not the unbelievers
for [your] protectors', or similar sayings in the ijadith. 1SS The
change was brutally driven home to the consciousness of the
Ottomans when a few years later, in 1832-33 and again in 1839-40,
the very existence of their State was threatened by a Muslim foe, Me



med 'Ali of Egypt, and they were rescued only by the intervention of
the infidels- first the Russians, then the British and their allies.
Parallel to this development and closely interrelated with it, the
attitude of the Ottoman Government towards its non-Muslim citizens
began to change in the late 1820s. Ma

miid Il seems to have become convinced that the traditional gulf
between the Muslim community and the re'aya had to be bridged,
both for political and economic reasons. The last instance of large-
scale anti-Christian measures was the expulsion of the Armenian
Catholic community of Istanbul early in 1828. After the end of the
Russian war in the following year the Sultan made many effortS to
prove his liberal and benevolent attitude to his non-Muslim subjects.
However, in Ma

miid's life- time this policy did not go so far as to frighten the 'ulema
by undermining the predominance oflslam and the Muslim citizens in
the Empire. Moreover, some of the modernizing reforms even
strengthened the Islamic institutions of the State. An example is the
firman issued shortly after the destruction of the Janissaries which
prohibited the governors from inflicting the death penalty without a
formal sentence of a competent cadi. 1S6 Similarly, with a view to
separating the executive and judicial powers, the tribunal of the
Grand Vizier was abolished in 1838 and its functions transferred to
the highest 'ulema. 1S7 Nevertheless, many 'ulemii, especially of the
lower ranks, were, as has been shown, strongly opposed to the
reforms. In order to appease these 'ulemii, Selim Il and Ma

miid Il did their best to convince them, and the people, of their-at
least outward-attachment to religion. Both rulers repaired and
restored a very large number of mosques, holy tombs, dervish con-
venes, and other religious buildings in the capital and the provinces.
1S8
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Two new mosques were built by Mabmiid in Istanbul, the Hidayet in
1813- 14 and the Nu

ret in 1826.'59 The Sultans scrupulously observed their obligation to
attend public prayer and frequendy also visited convents of dervish
orders, especially of the Mevlevis and Na

shbendis.l60 StriCt orders were repeatedly issued by the Sultans
enjoining all Muslims to perform the daily prayers in groups, either in
the mosques or in their offices, houses and mansions. 161 Particular
attention was given to providing religious services and instruction to
the soldiers of the new army. Special imams were attached to every
unit of Selim's Nii8m-, CedJid trOOpS.16Z According to the first
paragraph of the Regulations of Ma

miid's modernized army,163 the imams of every regiment are to
teach the soldiers in their free time the elements of Islam (furU{-t
fadat, 'ilm-i "at, etc.) and see to it that they observe their religious
duties. The Sultan also gave orders to appoint special imams and
religious teachers for various Government departments.'64 Mabmiid
demonstrated his respect and support not only for religion but also
for its representatives, the 'ulemii. To the ceremony of the beginning
of the religious studies of his son and heir, 'Abdiil-Mecid, in 1831 he
invited a much larger number of 'ulema than had been customary in
the past. 16S In Ramac.liin 1251 Oanuary 1836) the fudur dersi, a
discussion of Qur'an verses among the foremost 'ulemii in the
presence of the Sultan, was reintroduced after it had been
abandoned for a long time. 166 On frequent occasions the Sultan
bestowed gifts on the 'ulemii, softas and loyal dervishes.'67 Mabmiid
probably knew that one of the reasons for the dissatisfaction and
agitation of the lower 'ulema in the past was their poverty.l68 He
ordered increases in the salaries of the imams and other employees



of the wadf institutions. Shortly before his death he also raised the
salaries of the politically important public preachers (va'ii) who,
unlike the IJu{lJba, addressed the people in simple Turkish and often
discussed topical issues in their sermons. 169 In recognition of the
support of the 'ulema leadership in suppressing the Janissaries in
1826 the Sultan assigned the palace of the Janissary commander-in-
chief as residence of the

eybii'l-islams and abrogated the old rule according to which a

eybii)l-isliim after his dismissal was CUt off from all contact with
officials in active servicepo Mabmiid Il is said to have contemplated
following the example of Mebmed 'Ali in Egypt and taking over the
enormous wadf properties which to a large extent were administered
by, and conferred benefits on, the 'ulema. He did not dare, however,
to harm their economic interests so openly and limited himself to
establishing some form of State control over the waqf income of
certain major religious and charitable institutions.111 Nevertheless
these changes, together with some other economic factors,m
eventually led to impoverish- ment of the 'ulemii. In the late 1830s
and the 18408 European travellers already claimed that many
medreses were declining, their professors living in great
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straits and their students starving. 17J In 1847 an observer stated,
possibly with some exaggeration, that 'the higher class of Oulema,
who derived large incomes from the endowments of the mosques,
are nearly all sunk into poverty'.174 However, this serious
deterioration became obvious only under cAbdii'l-Mecid. Until the



end of Mabmiid's reign the <Ulema generally suc- ceeded in
maintaining most of their economic and social privileges. When
Mekki-zade Mu

J3fi 'A
Im, the last

eybii'l-islam to serve under Mabmiid Il, died in 1846 he was reported
to have left property worth twenty million piasrers. 17S

CONCLUSION The support of the <Ulema leaders for the
Westernizing reforms of Selim |l and Mabmiid Il is understandable in
view of their integration in the ruling class and their active
participation in the Government of the Ottoman Empire which still
retained its strongly Islamic character. In their hostility to the
reactionary Janissaries and Bektashis they found themselves to be
natural allies of the reforming Sultans. They feared Mabmiid Il and
realized that the internal weakening of their corps had made open
resistance to his policy no longer possible. The consistent efforts of
both Sultans to prove their religious orthodoxy and appease the
<ulema also made it difficult for the latter to oppose innovations and
helped them set their conscience at rest. Finally, the great changes
under Selim Il and Mabmiid Il were not made in the name of a new
ideology; they were not based on, or accompanied by, a novel set of
values. On the contrary, all the important reforms were, as has been
shown, presented as being required and sanctioned by Islam.
Everything was done 'for the sake of religion and State'. It has often
been observed that the 'ulema in various periods and different
countries were more concerned with upholding the ideas and
theoretical values of Islam than with fighting for the preservation of
Muslim institutions in practice. From far back they were accustomed



to bowing to the will of the secular rulers and tolerating the violation
of the holy law by Muslim society. What mattered in their opinion
were the divine doctrines of Islam, while reality was in any case
temporary, fleeting and morally evil. They believed, as Snouck
Hurgronje put it, 176 that 'on devient mckreant, non pas en
negligeant presque toute la loi, ni en la violant, mais bien en doutant
de la valeur eternelle d'un de ses principes, en voulant les ameliorer
ou les reformer'. Selim Il and Mabmiid || went out of their way to
stress that nothing could be funher from their mind than doing the
latter. Legal reforms staned only under 'Abdii'l-Mecid, open
discussion of religious reforms even much later. Yet, it remains
somewhat astonishing that the leading 'ulemii in Selim's and
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Ma

miid's time were not farsighted enough to realize that the
Westernizing reforms supported by them would eventually destroy
the Islamic character of the Ottoman State and society. This lack of
perspicacity was, nO doubt, due to their unbounded confidence in
the superiority and eternal strength of their religion and, at the same
rime, to their limited knowledge and understanding of historical
developments in the West Even those among them who were aware
of the decline of religion and the power of the clergy in contemporary
Europe failed to draw the logical conclusion that modernization might
lead to a similar result in the lands of Islam. By making the 'ulema an
essential part of the Government, the Ottomans had largely
succeeded in bridging the traditional gulf between the umarii and the
fu



ahii, between political-administrative reality and religious-legal
theory. However, while thus preventing a clash of the European type
between Church and State, they caused a deep split both within the
'ulems corps and in the minds of the leading 'ulems. The integration
of the 'ulems in the ruling class of the Empire may have been
beneficial for the unity of the Ottoman State but had most serious
consequences for religion, at least in its official form. It caused the
higher 'ulems to devote their main attention to politic

and administration and, along with other factors, hampered the free
spiritual development of Islam during the decisive period of its
confrontation with Western civilization.

This article is reprinted from Uriel Heyd (ed.), Stutlie.r in Islamic
History Oerusalem, 1961), pp. 63-96. Reprinted with permission of
Magnes Press.
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Turkish Attitudes Concerning Christian- Muslim Equality in the
Nineteenth Century RODERIC H. DAVISON



Every modem society has been faced with problems arising from
inequalities among the various groups of which it is composed,
particularly since the eighteenth-century proclamation in America
that 'all men are created equal,' and the elaboration in France of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. The differences
which produced inequality have been various- economic, social,
racial, linguistic, religious, political-and variously intertWined. In the
Near East until very recent times the major boundary lines between
groups, and therefore the principal barriers to a homogeneous
society of equals, have been religious. Although today social and
economic disparities in Near Eastern society have vastly increased
as modem technology and finance have provided greater
opportUnities for getting and spending, and although nationalist
rivalries now challenge the primacy of religious rivalries, it is still
often true that religion is the dividing line, and that a man's creed is
his distinguishing mark. In the Ottoman empire of the early
nineteenth century his religion provided a man's label, both in his
own conceptual scheme and in the eyes of his neighbors and his
governors. He was a Muslim, Greek Orthodox, Gregorian Armenian,
Jew, Catholic, or Protestant before he was a Turk or Arab, a Greek
or Bulgar, in the national sense, and also before he felt himself an
Ottoman citizen. The Ottoman government, by granting official
recognition to these millets, as the religious communities were
called, had preserved and even emphasized the religious
distinctions. The empire itself was governed by Muslims; its law was
based on the religious law of Islam. But within this

Reprinted by permission from Amni&ll1l Historical Review 59:4 Ouly
1954): 844-864.
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empire the several Christian communities and the Jewish community
enjoyed a partial autonomy, whereby the ecclesiastical hierarchy
which administered the millet supervised not only the religious,
educational, and charitable affairs of its flock; it controlled also such
matters of personal status as marriage, divorce, and inheritance, and
it collected some taxes. This mosaic pattern, in which a Christian
and a Muslim living side by side in the same state under the same
sovereign were subject to different law and different officials, had
served the Ottoman empire well for four centuries. In the Near East
law was still, as it had formerly been in the West also, personal
rather than territorial. The semiautonomy of the Christian midJels did
not, however, mean complete equality among the subjects of the
empire. The Muslim millet was dominant. This did not lead to any
systematic persecution of Christians by Muslims, nor to any
systematic oppression of Christians by the Ottoman government.
Indeed, inefficient or corrupt and extortionate government in the
empire often bore more heavily on Muslim Turks and Arabs than it
did on Christians. Pasha and tax-farmer alike found the piastres they
could squeeze from Muslims just as sound as Christian money and
did not vary their harshness or their methods with the religion of the
victim. Despite all this, it was still incontestable that Christians were
looked down upon as second-class citizens both by the Muslim
public and by the government. They suffered unequal treatment in
various ways. Their dress was distinctive, and if Christian or Jew
wore the fez he was required to sew on it a strip of black ribbon or
cloth, not to be concealed by the tassel. Sometimes the unequal
treatment was in purely ecclesiastical matters, as for example on
those occasions when the Sublime Porte denied permits to one of
the Christian sects for the repair of churches. One aspect of religious
inequality was particularly galling, though it arose infrequently as a
concrete issue- Christians could not so easily make converts from
among the Muslims as could Muslims from among the Christians,
since Islamic law demanded that apostasy be punished by death. In



addition, the Christians suffered certain specific disabilities in public
life. They were, for example, denied opportunity for appointment to
the highest administrative posts, they could not serve in the armed
forces but had to pay an exemption tax; Christian evidence was
discounted in a Muslim court of law. Neither the concept nor the
practice of citizenship, involving equal rights and duties, existed in
the Ottoman Empire before the nineteenth century. | After 1800, the
attention of the Ottoman government was forcibly directed toward
the question of equality in several ways. First, as Christian groups in
the empire absorbed Western ideas ofliberty and nationality, and as
education and literacy increased among them, they complained
more frequently and loudly about the lack of equality. Second, they
found ready hearers among the several great powers who
traditionally acted as protectors of Christians in
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the Near East and who, for mixed motives of humanitarianism and
power politics, magnified the volume of these complaints in the
Sublime Porte's ear and pressed for changes. Third, Ottoman
statesmen who were concerned to check the territorial disintegration
of the empire, and its internal decline, embarked on a program of
reorganization and incipient westernization which inevitably brought
them up against the same problem of equality as they moved to
adopt or adapt elements of the Western state's political pattern. The
question of the equality of Christian, Muslim, and Jew was by no
means the major question faced by these statesmen, but it ran like a
thread through many phases of the larger problem of Ottoman
reform and westernization. Should Christians be given equal
opportunity as students in the schools to be established in a



reformed educational system? Should they be allowed to serve in a
rejuvenated army? Should they be admitted to the highest
administrative posts as the bureaucracy was improved? Should the
contemplated revisions and codifications of law apply equally to
Christian and Muslim? And, if any sort of representative government
were established, whether on a provincial scale or in the form of a
constitutional monarchy, should Christians be represented, and
how? It is, therefore, one of the most significant aspects of Ottoman
history in the nineteenth century that the doctrine of equality did, in
fact, become official policy. Sultan Mahmud Il (1808-1839), who rook
some crucial steps toward reform in his own vigorous way, frequently
made it plain that in his view all his subjects, of whatever creed, were
equad.2 But it was during the Tanzimat period of 1839 ro 1876, a
new era in Ottoman effortS at reform and westernization, that the
doctrine of the equality of Christian and Muslim was proclaimed in
the most solemn manner and came to playa prominent role in the
central question of Ottoman revivad.3

An imperial edict of reforms, the Hatt-i Sherif of Giilhane, opened the
new era on November 3, 1839. 4 After public proclamation before an
impressive assembly of diplomats and Ottoman notables, the edict
was sworn to by the young sultan Abdul Medjid [Abdiilmecid] and his
high officials in the room where the mantle of the prophet
Muhammad was preserved. Much of the Hatt-i Sherif had a
profoundly Muslim ring. It laid the decline of the empire direccly to
the nonobservance of 'the precepts of the glorious Kuran.' In the next
breath it then attempted to reconcile Muslim tradition and progress,
promising new institutions which should not contravene Muslim law
but should conform to its demands. Security of life, honor, and
property was guaranteed, along with reforms in taxing and
conscription methods. But the Hatt-i Sherif was most remarkable
neither for its Muslim overtones, for its
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promises of 'life, liberty, and property,' nor for its pledge to correct
specific evils, though all this was important. The most novel aspect
of the hatt arose from its official declaration of equality. "These
imperial concessions,' affirmed Abdul Medjid in his edict, 'are
extended to all our subjects, of whatever religion or sect they may
be.' The new policy was confirmed in a more extensive Hatt-i
Humayun of 1856, which promised equal treatment fur adherents of
all creeds in such specific matters as educational opportunity,
appointment to government posts, and the administration of justice,
as well as in taxation and military service. s An interesting
antidefamation clause was included also, forbidding 'every distinction
or designation tending to make any class whatever of the subjects of
my Empire inferior to another class, on account of their religion,
language, Or race.' Legal action would ensue against anyone,
whether public official or private individual, who used 'any injurious or
offensive term.' Even name-calling was forbidden in the name of
equality. At frequent intervals the theme was restated, with
variations. The next sultan, Abdul Aziz [Abdulaziz], opened his new
Council of State [

uraY-l Devlet] in 1868 with a speech which referred to adherents of
all creeds as 'children of the same fatherland.'6 His successor,
Murad V, echoed these sentiments in his first hatt. 7 The trend
culminated in December, 1876, with the promulgation of the first
written constitution in Ottoman history, establish- ing a limited
monarchy all of whose subjects were considered 'Osmanli, whatever
religion or creed they hold.' The constitution further affirmed that "all
Osmanli are equal before the law. . . without distinction as to
religion.'8 From 1839 to 1876 many efforts-some valiant, some half-
hearted, some merely for the record; some spontaneous, some
under diplomatic pressure-were made by the Ottoman government
to translate the promises of equality into fact. The sultan in 1844



engaged not to enforce the death penalty for apostasy from Islam.
Some Christians were appointed, and some later were elected, to
local advisory councils [mecliskr] established in each province, and
also to the Grand Council of State [Meclis-i Valn-y, Ahkam-t AtlJiye]
in 1856. Christians and Muslims were accepted together as students
in the newly established imperial lycle of Galata Saray in 1867.
These and many other measures did something to raise the status of
the non- Muslims of the empire, but the advance was slow and
piecemeal. No genuine equality was ever attained. Many European
writers of the time, and many Western historians since, have dealt
with the Tanzimat period, and the equality question that ran through
it, in one of twO ways. Some look on it from the outside as a phase
of the Eastern Question, during which European diplomats in the
service of their own national interests had constantly to prod the
Ottoman government to live up to its professions of reform and
equality, and to carry them out in a
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French, Russian, or English fashion. Others consider it primarily as a
phase of the long-continued internal decay of the empire, when all
efforts to restore the 'sick man' to health were unavailing. In either
case, most writers have assumed the inability or the unwillingness of
the Turks to carry out any significant change. Measuring
achievement against promise, they have frequently concluded that
the Ottoman statesmen either publicly professed what they did not
believe or publicly promised what they knew they could not effect.
Such viewpoints, tOgether with the abundant evidence of partial
successes, failures, and sins of omission in the Ottoman reform
efforts, have often led to the judgment that the promises, particularly



the promise of equality, were largely hypocrisy-dust to throw in the
eyes of the West, to ward off foreign intervention in favor of the
subject peoples of the empire, and to blind observers to the
continuance of an oppressive Turkish rule over downtrodden
Christians. 9 Careful reassessment of the Taozimat period is likely to
show that such views are based on an inadequate understanding of
the aims of the Ottoman statesmen, of the results actually obtained,
and of the formidable obstacles to progress and equality. There is
need for more penetrating investigation and analysis of the Tanzimat
period than has yet been undertaken either by Turkish or Western
histOrians}O Among the subjects demanding attention is that of
Turkish attitudes on the various phases of reform. An inquiry into the
attitudes of Turkish statesmen and people on the subject of Muslim-
Christian equality can help to explain what changes the then climate
of opinion might or might not accept and why the official program of
equality was only partly realized. A complete explanation would of
course involve all aspects of the reform question. It would involve
also a reconsideration of the degree and nature of Ottoman lag
behind European civilization, of the impediments which great-power
diplomacy offered to Ottoman reform, and of the situation of
multinational empires in an age of clamoring nationalisms. But
Turkish attitudes were obviously among the most important forces at
work in this period. Some useful indications can be given in answer
to three crucial questions: what in reality were the attitudes of
leading Ottoman statesmen toward these promises of equality? what
traditions and what experience shaped the basic attitudes of Turks
tOward Christians, a century ago? and what attitudes were then
current among them on the proclamation of Christian equality with
Muslims?

Four Ottoman statesmen initiated and carried through most of the
reform measures in this period-Reshid, Ali, Fuad, and Midhat. 1|



Each was grand vizier [satlrazam] at least twice, and each occupied
high public office
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throughout most of his adult life. As individuals they were completely
different, and often rivals for power. But they were alike in their lack
of bigotry and fanaticism. 12 Each had a fair acquaintance with
Western political ideas and practices, and with some phases of
European life and culture, though Ali was less 'Europeanized’ than
the others in his manner of life and of speech. Each of the four, in his
struggles with the administration of the unwieldy empire, came to
believe that a degree of westernization was necessary to strengthen
the empire. They agreed, further, that this process of reform
demanded that all subjects of the empire be treated alike, regardless
of creed. They differed as to how fast and by what measures the
goal of equality might be reached. Often they waited to be pushed by
events. Midhat, who had the greatest energy but the least finesse of
the four Tanzimat statesmen, was the most inclined to brush aside
legitimate doubts and the cautions born of experience, and to
shoulder his way ahead against general prejudices. It is quite true,
as their Western critics charged, that the Tanzimat statesmen used
SOme of the great declarations involving the principle of equality as
weapons of diplomacy in times of international crisis, and not solely
as programs for domestic reform. The Hatt-i Sherif of 1839 was
proclaimed at a time when Muhammad Ali of Egypt threatened the
empire's integrity and when the Ottoman government sorely needed
the European support which such a promise of reform might help to
secure. The Hatt-i Humayun of 1856 was issued under diplomatic
pressure as a means of avoiding foreign supervision of Ottoman



reform after the Crimean War. Again, the constitution of 1876 was
announced dramatically just as a confer- ence of European
diplomats got under way in Constantinople to draw up a reform
program for parts of the empire. Midhat, who was both the principal
author of the constitution and grand vizier at the moment, used his
constitu- tion to thwart foreign intervention by proclaiming that the
empire was already reforming itself in fundamental fashion. But
specific crises alone did not dictate the content of reform promises or
the views of the Ottoman statesmen, although they often dictated the
time and manner of proclamation. Sometimes, as in 1876, crisis
facilitated reform, since at other less turbulent periods there might be
more objection from the sultan, from other ministers, or from the
public, on the score that no such radical measures were warranted.
Crisis, therefore, helped to crystallize and precipitate reform projects
already considered by responsible viziers, and also to induce a
readier reception. The impact of crises on the Tanzimat statesmen
was also, naturally, a strong influence on their attitudes toward
equality, but their attitudes did not then fluctUate constantly. Ali was
the most conservative Muslim of the four and cautious in moving
ahead with reform measures. His views, therefore, are probably the
most significant gauge of the advance of attitudes among leading
statesmen on
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Muslim-Christian equality. Ali believed firmly that the Ottoman Turk
was best fitted to govern the conglomeration of peoples in the
empire,u He believed further that the prestige of this government
rested on the prestige of Islam, against which he would allow no
propaganda, though he was quite willing that Christians should enjoy



freedom of belief and worship.'4 But under the pressure of events,
including both the rebellions of native Christians and the
interventions of the great powers, Ali's views on the status of
Christians changed slowly. In 1867, when he was dealing with the
rebellion in Crete, Ali wrote for the Sublime Porte a remarkable
memorandum reCOm- mending a speedier application of the policy
of equality. The Christians would cease to be revolutionaries, said
Ali, as their hopes were fulfilled. Therefore they must be given every
opportunity for education and tenure of public office, for which they
were well fitted, even better prepared than Muslims generally at the
moment. The Christians would then no longer regard themselves as
held in subjection by a Muslim state but as subjects of a monarch
who protected all equally. 'In short,' concluded Ali, 'the fusion of all
subjects .,. with the exception of purely religious affairs ... is the only
means.'1S There is no reason to question Ali's sincerity here, though
it is obvious that he was pushed to his conclusions by the rush of
events and not by thinking in a vacuum about the virtues of equality.
The other three statesmen came more easily to such opinions.
Reshid was certainly influenced by a desire for praise for his liberal
views from European courts but was apparently convinced that
reforms which should guarantee equality to all peoples of the empire
would ensure their devotion to the Ottoman government}6 Fuad
expressed in a private memorandum his belief that the grant of
liberties to the non-Muslim peoples of the empire would dull their
nationalist and separatist enthusiasms. 17 Midhat had as a provincial
governor in Bulgaria (the Tuna or Danube vilayet) shown that he
believed in treating Christians and Muslims on an equal basis, while
at the same time he suppressed ruthlessly any separatist or
revolutionary moves among the Bulgars. He continued to maintain,
even after his political star sank in Abdul Hamid IlI's reign, that the
chaotic condition of the empire could be remedied only by a rule of
law under which Christians were brought to complete equality with
Muslims. Is What the four Tanzimat state men believed boiled down
to this-that to save the empire, a new egalitarian citizenship and
concept of patriotism, Osman/,M or 'Ottoman ism,' had to be created.
Sometimes they expressed this as the 'fusion,' sometimes as the
'brotherhood' of all Ottoman subjects. Official documents began to



speak mOre of 'imperial subjects,' 'subjects of the Sultan- ate,' and
'subjects of the Exalted [Ottoman] state,’' in a composite or collective
sense, as if to convey a concept of Ottoman citizenship unbroken by
midlet boundaries. '9 The idea of patriotism, or 'com patriotism,"' was
also expressed in
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the Hatt-i Humayun of 1856. z0 Though the statesmen knew that the
concept of Osmanltltk was a break with the past, it is hard to say
whether they fully realized what a tremendous revolution in
traditional views was involved here, and what the logical outcome
would be. They were not consciously trying to undermine the
dominant position of the Muslim Turk. Yet by fostering an egalitarian
citizenship, and by attempting to blur the demarcation lines between
millels, they were taking a significant step on the road to a purely
secular concept of state and citizenship. A nationality law of 1869,
intended to combat the evils of the foreign protection of native
Ottoman subjects, had also the effect of putting the acquisition and
retention of citizenship on a purely territorial basis, unconnected with
religion. z, When the 1876 constitution specified that all peoples of
the empire were to be called Osmanl

the unspoken corollary ran that henceforth their primary allegiance
was to the state, and only secondarily were they Muslim,Jew, or
Greek. With this program of Osmaniltltk, which would swallow up the
narrower concept of Christian equality with Muslims, the Tanzimat
statesmen sought to promote reform, fend off the powers, and
forestall rebellion. They knew that reform measures would be hard to
put across. 'L On ne saurait improviser la rifonne des mtmrs,' said



Fuad in 1867, eXplaining to the European powers why mOre had not
been accomplished in the way of reform since the Hatt-i- Humayun
of 1856. ZZ But in the view of the statesmen, Ottomanism was
necessary for the salvation of the empire. They wanted to regain a
viable and competitive status in a world increasingly ordered by
European power and civilization and to prevent the Balkan provinces
and Egypt, in particular, from breaking away. Like Winston Churchill,
none of them took office in order to preside over the liquidation of
empire. Because this was a self- interested version of the doctrine of
equality, it was no less honestly meant by its proponents. They are
open to criticism not so much on the grounds of hypocrisy as
because they failed to understand the driving force of the
nationalistic spirit which at this very period was growing stronger
among the Greeks, Serbs, and Rumanians of the empire and
beginning also to infect Bulgars and Armenians. Because the virulent
forms of modern nationalism were not fully comprehensible to them,
the Tanzimat statesmen tended to regard such movements as
discontent with local conditions, or the product of foreign agitators,
Or plain insolent rebellion. One might proceed from this point to
argue that the program of equality between Christian and Muslim in
the empire remained largely unrealized not because of bad faith on
the part of leading Ottoman statesmen but because many of the
Christians wanted it to fail. The demand in Crete was basically for
autonomy or union with Greece, not for equality. Other Greeks in the
empire wanted the same thing. In 1862, for instance, five thousand
of them held a banquet on the Bosporus, agitating for the extension
of Greek rule to
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Macedonia and Thessaly.n Serbs wanted not equality but union with
the autonomous principality of Serbia. Serbia and Rumania, still
within the empire, wanted no sort of equality but national
independence. When Midhat Pasha in 1872 began work on a
scheme of converting the Ottoman Empire into a federal state like
Bismarck's new Germany, with Rumania and Serbia playing Bavaria
and Wiirnemberg to the Porte's Prussia, he got a blunt rebuff from
them. 24 They were not interested even in a sort of corporate
equality within the empire. The ecclesiastical hierarchies that ruled
the Christian mil/els also opposed equality. O.mt8l,ltk would both
decrease their authority and lighten their purses. This was especially
true of the Greek Orthodox hierarchy, which had the most extensive
prerogatives and by far the largest flock. When the Hatt-i Sherif was
solemnly read in 1839 and then put back into its red satin pouch it is
reported that the Greek Orthodox patriarch, who was present among
the notables, said, '/"falJah-God grant that it nor be taken out of this
bag again.'25 In shorr, the doctrine of equality faced formidable
opposition from Christians of the empire who were leaders in the
churches and the nationalist movements. Ottoman brotherhood was
only a remote possibility, if the Christians continued in these
directions. But equality and brotherhood had also to contend with the
fundamental Turkish view of Christians. Not only the specific
reactions of the Muslim Turks to the proclamations of equality but
their basic attitudes toward Christians showed from the beginning
that Osman™ k would have hard sledding.

If there were a possibility that Muslim Turks could accept an Ottoman
fusion in which Christians were their equals, it would be owing to
twO strong currents in their religious tradition and development. As
Muslims, the Turks inherited an attitude of toleration for 'peoples of
the book' [ehl-i kitap]- those who, like Christians and Jews,
possessed a book of divine revelation and paid tribute to the Muslim



government. At various times the Ottoman government had offered
sanctUary to non-Muslims, notably in the sixteenth century to the
Jews driven from Spain. A Turk was likely to say to a Christian that
'vour faith is a faith, and my faith is a faith.' The tolerant attitude was
often reinforced among the people by the remarkable degree of
religious syncretism which had existed in Anatolia, and also in the
Balkans, since the earliest days of Turkish penetration. The racial
mixtures of the Ottoman Empire had been accompanied by religious
mixtures of all sorts. Folk-Islam among the Turks was unorthodox in
many ways, bearing marks not only of Shiite mysticism but of belief
in various Christian
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miracle stories, saints, and shrines. The widespread Bektashi order,
which claimed some seven million adherents, embodied in its beliefs
many heterodox notions and helped to provide a climate which might
be sympathetic to Christianity and Christians. During the Tanzimat
period, American missionar- ies at work in the Ottoman empire were
occasionally excited to discover what they at first thought might be a
fertile field for their evangelism-groups of Muslims who read the
Christian scriptures or heard Christ preached by their leaders. Some
of these were Bektashi. One such group, not specifically Bektashi,
was reported to have 10,000 adherents and twice that number of
sym pathizers. Z6 Despite the toleration and the syncretism,
however, there remained among the Turks an intense Muslim feeling
which could sometimes burst into open fanaticism. Such outbursts
characteristically came at times of political crisis, particularly in the
1870s, when the internal chaos in the empire, and the external
pressures on it, produced a distinct Muslim reaction, the counterpart



of what later would have been a nationalist reaction. More important
than the possibility of fanatic outbursts, however, was the innate
attitude of superiority which the Muslim Turk possessed. Islam was
for him the true religion. Christianity was only a partial revelation of
the truth, which Muhammad finally revealed in full; therefore
Christians were not equal to Muslims in possession of truth. Islam
was not only a way of worship, it was a way of life as well. It
prescribed man's relations to man, as wen as to God, and was the
basis for society, for law, and for government. Christians therefore
were inevitably considered second-class citizens in the light of
religious revelation-as well as by reason of the plain fact that they
had been conquered by the Ottomans. This whole Muslim outlook
was often summed up in the common term gavur (or kafir), which
meant 'unbeliever' or 'infidel,' with emotional and quite
uncomplimentary overtOnes. To associate closely or on terms of
equality with the gavur was dubious at best. 'Familiar association
with heathens and infidels is forbidden to the people of Islam,' said
Asim, an early nineteenth-century historian, 'and friendly and
intimate intercourse between twO parties that are to One another as
darkness and light is far from desirable.'27 Islam embodied also a
strong prejudice against innovation [bid'atJ. A declaration of equality
might encounter this prejudice not only among Muslim theologians
but among the ruling group of the empire who tradition- ally served
faith and state, not state alone. And to the popular mind the
promotion of second-class citizens to equal status would
undoubtedly be inno....ation, even if considered only against the
background of popular conservatism, rather than as the sOrt of
innovation proscribed by Islam. The whole reform program of the
Tanzimat period inevitably ran up against these two intermingled
conservatisms of inertia and Islam. Not only that, but the
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trend of the Tanzimat toward new institutions carried a profound
psychologi- cal shock in its implication that the traditional Ottoman
way of life was not in aU respects the best, and that in Christian
Europe some things were done better. Imponderables like these
confronted the doctrine of Muslim-Christian equality. Attitudes from
their Muslim and Ottoman past were strengthened by the Turks'
reactions to the recent impact of Christians on Ottoman life and
affairs. The impact seemed generalUy bad. The Christians of the
empire made constant trouble with their sectarian squabbles,
whether argument over privileges in the Holy Places, the question of
whether Bulgars should be subject to the Greek hierarchy, or the
Hassounist controversy over papal authority among the Catholic
Armenians. Some Christians made trouble by shifting from one millet
to another in search of political advantage and foreign protection.
The Christian sectarian quarrels were not only unedifying to the
Muslims; they were positive nuisances to the Porte and offered in
addition excuses for great power intervention. The other general
experience which Muslim Turks had of native Christians was that
increasingly the latter tended to become rebels against legitimate
authority. It is true that many Turkish and Arab lords had defied
central authority, but the matter was not quite the same in Muslim
eyes. Turkish derebejs, or 'lords of the vaUey,' had governed various
districts without regard to the Porte's decrees, but many were
benevolent despots who held the esteem of their subjects and
whose downfaU at the hands of Mahmud Il was often regretted.
Muhammad Ali of Egypt was a rebel, but he was a Muslim, and
many Turks had thought of him as a possible saviour from the infidel
ideas of the reform edict of 1839. z8 Christian rebellion, on the other
hand, antagonized Muslim sentiment and eventually provoked
among some Turks a reaction which was Ottoman and patriotic but
would later become Turkish and nationalist. The events of 1867, for
example, when Crete was in revolt and when the last Turkish
garrison was forced to withdraw from Belgrade, aroused some Turks
to a pitch of frenzy.z9 Their anger mounted both against the rebel
Christians and against the weakness of the Ottoman government in



dealing with rebeUion. A similar reaction was natural in the critical
years 1875-76, when uprisings in Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Bulgaria
were followed by open war against the sultan by twO of his vassal
states, Serbia and Montenegro. The continuous interference of the
great powers of Europe in Ottoman affairs also angered the Turks.
These powers were aU, of course, Christian by profession, if not in
conduct. Russia, an enemy of long standing, was in a category by
itself. But England and France also, despite the fact that they had
assisted the empire with their armies in the Crimean War, and at
other times with diplomatic pressure, were often detested because
these services were
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overshadowed in the Turkish view by frequent and often high-
handed interference. One such instance, which rankled particularly
in connection with Muslim-Christian equality, was the fact that the
Hatt-i Humayun of 1856 was not purely an autochthonous edict, but
that large parts of it had in effect been dictated by the British,
French, and Austrian ambassadors. The British ambassador, Lord
Stratford de Redcliffe, had in many ways done great service for the
Ottoman Empire, but in this period Ali three times asked London to
recall him. Stratford would not allow the sultan to reign along with
him, said Ali, and demanded that his own influence should be 'so
paramount and notorious' that the Porte lost prestige in the eyes of
its own public. 3D Years after Stratford had left Constantinople, Ali
still spoke of him with real hatred. 3 ! Fuad, who with his social
graces, fluent French, and Europeanized witticisms got along well
with foreign diplomats, nevertheless voiced almost the identical
criticism of a sympathetic French Ambassador, M Bouree, because



'whatever good thing was done must be advertised as a benefit
conferred by France. . .'32 Foreign interference rankled particularly
when it was based on the capitula- tory privileges which the great
powers stretched and abused. Many ordinary Turks became aware
of this when they saw the support given by Christian diplomats and
consuls to thousands of proteges, largely Ottoman Christians who
had never seen their protecting country but who were shielded
against the taxes and courts of their own state and were often
granted foreign passports. Many of the proteges were decidedly
shady characters, and their number was considerably augmented in
the Crimean War period by riffraff and adventurers of European
origin who raised the crime rate in Constantinople.)) At the end of the
Crimean War the Austrian internuncio felt that 'the only respectable
people, at least so it appears, are the Turks whom we are going to
civilize and initiate into the mysteries of our progress.'34 The
conduct of the more respectable representatives of Christendom in
the empire might elicit Turkish approval but might also arouse
resentment. It is not apparent that the little colonies of foreign
workers, such as the English dockyard workers at Haskoy or the
German Swiss at Amasya, had any noticeable impact. Some of the
Polish and Hungarian refugees who came after the revolutions of
1830 and 1848 fitted in well with the Ottoman scene, and some
became Muslims. There were always respected individual western-
ers like the English merchant of Beirut, James Black. It was reported
that when a Muslim of the area wanted to use an oath stronger than
'by the beard of Muhammad' he swore 'by the word of Black, the
Englishman.'35 But westerners of the utmOSt personal respectability
could often rub Turks the wrong way. Some of the British consuls in
the empire were found even by their own superiors to be shallow
and vain, and to supply their personal
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the national dignity," which they then dragged into every private affair.
36 Missionaries of impeccable character often annoyed Muslims by
their evangelical persistence. An extreme example concerns two



English missionaries who one day affixed a poster to the mosque of
St. Sophia advertising that on the morrow from its steps they would
denounce the prophet Muhammad as an imposror. 37

Given such a background of the innate Muslim conviction of
superiority, and the unfortunate experiences of Turks with Christians,
a preponderance of opinion against the official doctrine of Muslim-
Christian equality was natural. Turkish resistance to the doctrine
varied with the individual, the locality, and the moment Some Turks,
quite a few of them in the Ottoman bureaucracy, accepted it at least
superlicially, but wholehearted acceptance was rare. No great
uprisings against the reform edicts occurred, though in some
localities there was rioting. In part, the opposition came from the
mere fact of the proclamation of unpopular principles, whereas the
slow introduction of specific measures, with no fanfare, might have
gone unnoticed. Many Turks muttered their resentment against the
authors of the doctrine of equality and other infidel concepts. Each of
the four Tanzimat statesmen was called the 'gtivur Pfl{ll,' the
'unbeliever of a pasha,' though Ali probably less frequently than the
others. The mere idea of equality, especially the antidefamation
clause of 1856, offended the Turks' inherent sense of the rightness
of things. 'Now we can't call a gtivur a gtivur,' it was said, sometimes
bitterly, sometimes in matter-of-fact explanation that under the new
dispensation the plain truth could no longer be spoken openly.38
Could reforms be acceptable which forbade calling a spade a
spade? Events which followed the two great reform proclamations
serve to il- lustrate the general antipathy to their promises of equality.
One example is related to the touchy question of military service.
Both in 1839 and 1856 the sultan proclaimed that his Christian
subjects should be equally privileged to serve in the armed forces
along with the Muslims, instead of paying an exemption tax as they
had previously done. It soon became obvious that the Christians



would rather continue to pay than serve, despite the step toward
equality which military service might mean. It also became obvious
that the Turks wanted Christians to be equally liable to service so far
as sharing the burdens and dangers went but balked at giving the
Christians equal op- portunity for promotion to the officer corps.
Muslim Turks did not want to serve under native Christian officers. In
theory the equal right to serve in the armed forces remained, but in
faCt the whole matter was quietly buried, and
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the old exemption tax reappeared under a different name. Both
Turks and Christians were satisfied to see the inequality connnue. 39
Another illustration of Turkish reactions is found in the experience of
the considerable group of American Congregational missionaries in
the empire. They reported in general a decrease in Muslim
fanaticism and in interference with their work. One missionary who
knew the country well observed that only the udema, the Muslim
theologians, kept up any semblance of old-style bigotry by the
1860s, and that merely in order to keep what influence they could
among the people and 'spunge’ off the wealthy.40 Another calculated
that 'before the Hatti-Humayoun [of 1856] there were more cases of
persecu- tion reported to us every week than there are now in a
whole year.'

1 This situation continued until the new rise in Muslim sentiment with
the recurrent crises of the 1870s. But most of the proselytizing efforts
of the Congregationalists, and most of their converts, were among
the Armenians. Muslim opinion, therefore, was not directly touched.
When, however, any case of apostasy from Islam was involved,



public fury could easily be aroused. Governmental protection might
be secured in such cases, especially in the capital, but the Turkish
public was not willing to recognize equal opportUnity of conversion in
either direction despite the Porte's assurance that 'the Musselman is
now as free to become a Christian as the Christian is free to become
a Musselman. The government will know no difference in the two
cases.'

2 The outstanding case of a fanatical Muslim outburst over transfer
of religious affiliation came in the Saloniki incident of 1876. A
Bulgarian girl of dubious morals came to Saloniki from her native
village to register with the authorities her conversion from Orthodoxy
to Islam. When some Greeks of the city kidnapped her, apparently to
prevent the transfer of allegiance, an angry Muslim mob sought her
out. In the process the mob murdered the French and German
consuls who had taken refuge, along with the Turkish governor, in a
mosque. The incident occurred at a time when the empire was under
great strain from the rebellions in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

3 When the question of religious equality and conversion involved
only competing Christian denominations, Ottoman officials were
more likely to act to preserve fair play, and undoubtedly proclaimed
equality with greater conviction and delight than when Muslims were
involved. A classic example occurred in a town near Ankara
following a local persecution of Protestants by Armenians. The
governor investigated, and then sent forth a herald to cry: 'lt is
commanded by the ruling authorities that all subjects cease to deride
one another as Moslems and Rayahs, as Armenians and
Protestants, since all are equally the dependent subjects of the royal
government, and it is further commanded that mutually respecting
and honoring one another, all shall dwell together in brotherly
10ve.'44 In its way this pithy proclamation was a
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masterly summary of the official policy of equality among adherents
of all creeds, of the concept of Ottoman citizenship, and of the
antidefamation clause, revealing that the provincial governor
understood perfectly what the central government had announced.
That the civil authority should also command all men to live together
in brotherly love was undoubtedly commendable-and unenforceable.
Another measure of Turkish attitudes on the question of Christian
equality is provided by the views of participants in the conspiracy of
1859. The plot, directed against Abdul Medjid and his ministers, was
betrayed to the authori- ties. Some forty-odd participants, many of
them army officers and Muslim theological professors and students,
were arrested. Interrogation revealed that through their rather fuzzy
ideas there ran a general dissatisfaction with the Ottoman
government, caused more by the proclamations of Christian equality
than by any other single factor. The conspiracy's leading spirit and
theoreti- cian, one Sheikh [

eyh] Ahmet, indicated that he regarded the reform edicts of 1839 and
1856 as contraventions of Muslim law, the :jeriJzt, because they
allowed Christians equal rights with Muslims. According to the
deposition of another conspirator, Sheikh Ahmet had been teaching
in the medrese that the Christians got these privileges with the help
of foreign powers. 4S The Kuleli incident, as this abortive conspiracy
has since been known, provides a good index to widespread Turkish
attitudes. It revealed an ill-defined resentment against the mere
concept of equality, a conscious support of 'religious law,' and
condemnation of the government both for its reform edicts and for its
apparent submission to foreign influence. 46 The doctrine of equality
seemed bad if for no other reason than that it proclaimed to be equal
adherents of religions that were not equal. And Osmanltltk, as a
purely political concept of the allegiance of peoples of all creeds to a
ruler who treated them equally, was unreal, because the traditional
concept of 'Osmanli' had always carried strong implications of



Muslim orthodoxy as well as of loyalty to the Ottoman state. Any
sample of Turkish opinion in the Tanzimat period must include the
one group which was forward-looking, politically conscious,
constantly vocal, and therefore influential out of proportion to its
small size. This was the New Ottoman Committee, composed
principally of writers and would-be reformers who for a short time in
the late 1860s coalesced into the nearest approximation to a political
party that existed in the empire. Its members were an extra- ordinary
collection of individualists. They quarreled among themselves but
were united in their ardent desire to preserve the Ottoman Empire.
This group has often been called the "Young Turks.' lts members
were, in fact, the spiritual fathers of the true Young Turks of 1908,
and the spiritual grandfathers of the Turks who created the
nationalist republic of today. From their writings the later
development of a genuinely "Turkish' consciousness derived
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great impetus. But by preference the leaders of this group of the
1860s called themselves the New Ottomans [Yeni Osmanltlar]. The
name is a good indica- tion of their outlook. The New Ottomans
represented a more deeply felt patriotism, a devotion to Osman"l,! as
they conceived it, than such statesmen as Ali and Fuad were hoping
to inculcate. New Ottoman patriotism meant an equal co-operation of
peoples of all creeds in a devoted effort to preserve the empire, but
opposition to any special concessions to Christians. The New
Ottomans believed that the empire could be reformed and revived
within the framework of Muslim tradition and religious law, which they
thought was sound enough, and progressive and elastic enough, to
allow also the adaptation of new institutions from Europe. Most of



them seem also to have believed in Muslim Turkish superiority
among the united peoples of a united empire. Sometimes, therefore,
their writings seem self-contradictory. Ali Suavi, probably the most
extravagant and fanatic Muslim among them, could write that 'all the
populations composing the Ottoman Empire today form only one
nationality: the Osmanli.'47 Mustafa Fazil Pasha, an Egyptian prince
of broad views who was for a time leader of the New Ottomans
because his financial resources supported the group, said in a public
statement for them that 'it does not matter whether one is Muslim,
Catholic, or Greek Orthodox to be able to place the public welfare
ahead of private interests. For that it suffices to be a man of progress
or a good parriot.'48 In a bold letter to Abdul Aziz, he contended that
the Christian revolts in the empire were but a symptom of a malady-
backwardness and bad government-that afflicted the uncom-
plaining Muslims even more than the Christians. The line of division
ran, said Mustafa Fazil, only between oppressors and oppressed,
not between Christian and Muslim. 49 The emphasis on Ottoman
patriotism, on preservation of the fatherland from internal decay and
external attack, led the New Ottomans to voice retroactive approval
of the Hatt-i Sherif of 1839, since in their view Reshid Pasha had
with the Giilhane edict started the empire on the road to progress
and self-preservation. But they tended to regard the Hatt-i Humayun
of 1856 and most of the subsequent acts of the Porte as harmful,
seeing in them concessions to Christians in response to pressures
exerted by great powers and by domestic rebellion. This, in the New
Ottoman view, led to inequality, not equality. Namik Kemal, the most
admirable of the group, castigated the Porte and the powers for
enumerating the privileges of Christians in the edict of 1856 when,
he said, there should rather have been progress toward
constitutional government and the elimination of foreign intervention.
so Namik Kemal here reflected a view common to many Turks which
led them to argue against reform programs proposed by European
powers for particular peoples or provinces of the empire, such as the
proposals for Bosnia and
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Herzegovina in 1875-76, by saying that these measures represented
special privilege, injustice to Muslims, and therefore inequality.S! In
1867, the year when New Ottoman criticism of the government
forced many of the group into European exile, Ali and Fuad were
unmercifully excoriated for making concessions to the Cretan rebels
and for agreeing, under pressure, that the last Turks would evacuate
Belgrade. Again the New Ottomans raised the point that this was
inequality, that Muslims in Belgrade and Crete were being unfairly
created. 52 Obviously the weakness of the Sublime Porte in the face
ofEuropean pressures onl y increased the exasperation of the New
Ottomans over the inequities of the situation. Ziya, next to Namik
Kemal the most influential of the New Ottoman writers, expressed
the common complaint that equality could never be attained so long
as Christians within the empire could have recourse not only to the
Ottoman government, and to their millet representatives, but also to
foreign protectors. For example, said Ziya, if a guilty Christian is
jailed, he is suddenly released without cause because someone
influential has intervened. But if an innocent Muslim fall into the toils
of justice and be imprisoned without cause, who is there to help him?
'Is this equality?' he asks bitterly.S]

In the face of such attitudes, the realization of Ottoman equality,
involving the equality of Muslims and Christians, faced extraordinary
difficulties. s4 Though Reshid, Ali, Fuad, and Midhat hoped to find



salvation for the empire by creating among its peoples the bond of
equal citizenship based on Ottoman nationality, the obstacles they
faced were too great and the time too late. The Turkish mind,
conditioned by centuries of Muslim and Ottoman dominance, was
not yet ready to accept any absolute equality, much less to endorse
the grant of particular privileges to Christians. And the Christian
minorities of the empire continued to push toward separatism.
Despite the various steps taken toward it, Ottoman equality was not
attained in the Tanzimat period, nor yet after the Young Turk
revolution of 1908 when, for a few wild and enthusiastic days,
Ottoman brotherhood seemed to have arrived with the end of Abdul
Hamid's personal rule and the resurrection of Midhat's constitution of
1876. Then, after this short emotional spree, compet- ing
nationalisms again crowded out the concept of Osman/tltk. This was
true not only among the Christians of the empire but now among the
Muslims as well. While Arab nationalism developed, like the
Christian nationalisms, as a reaction to Ottoman Turkish control, the
Turks themselves found the source for a nationalism of their own in
the Osman/dtk of the Tanzimat, especially in the more patriotic
version of Namik Kemal and other New Ottomans. In the end, the
sort of Ottoman equality at which the Tanzimat statesmen aimed,
though it had never been given a full and fair trial, was discredited as
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an idea both among Muslims and among Christians. Instead of the
equality of Christian and Muslim within a heterogeneous empire,
based on 'fusion' and 'brotherhood,' there emerged finally a different
sort-the corporate equality of competing national sovereign states.
This article is reprinted from Roderic H. Davison, Essays in Turltish



History, 1774-1923 (Austin, 1990). Reprinted by permission of the
University of Texas Press.

NOTES

1. There is no adequate smdy on the stams of Christians in the
Onoman Empire. Voluminous sources exist, many of them dealing
only with a parricular district or period, and many have a distinctive
bias. Among the best accounts for the mid-nineteenth cenmry are
Abdolonyme Ubicini, Lam-r Oil Tuney, tr. by Lady Easthope (London,
1856), II; and Aeroulltrlllld Plipn'$, 1861, LXVII, 'Reports. . . relating
to the Condition of Christians,' a collection of statements by British
consuls in different parts of the empire. 2. See the convenient
collection of such statements in Harold Temperley, Elltla™ 11" tIN NMr
EArt: TIN Crime Il (London, 1936), pp. 40-41. 3. The doctrine of
equality of course included Jews as well. But Christians were far
more numerous in the empire and provided most of the problems.
Among the 14,000,000 non-Muslims in an empire of some
35,000,000, Christians were an overwhelming maijority. There were
perhaps 150,000 Jews. All figures for the nineteenth cenmry are
inaccurate approximations. These follow Ubicini. |, 18-26. His
estimates, probably low, have found the widest acceptance. For
practical reasons, | shall limit the discussion to the stams of
Christians. 4. Western writers have ordinarily referred to the edict of
1839 as the llan-i Sherif [lllustrious Rescript), which was its title in
the official French translation distributed by the Sublime Porte to
foreign diplomats. See facsimile of French as well as Turkish texts in
Yavuz Abadan, 'Tanzi mat Fermamn Tahlili' [Analysis of the Tanzimat
Edict], THIZi1l/It (Istanbul, 1940), |, following p. 48. Turkish
historians usually say f111"-' f1U/Illly"ll [Imperial Rescript], or else
Galblllle &17111111" or 1'llzilllil1 FmIlIIF. A [mllllil is a decree or
edict. | shall continue here to follow the customary Western
terminology in order to avoid confusion and to provide a convenient
distinction from the Han-i Humayun of 1856 (see note 5). Similarly,



where Turkish names first occur, their Western forms are used,
followed by the modem Turkish spelling in brackets. The official
French text of the Hatr-i Sherif is available in many places, for
instance in Ubicini and Pavet de Courteille, E1tn ptTrmt de L 'Empire
omdJmllll (Paris, 1876), pp. 231-34. 5. Westerners usually call this
edict the Han-i Humayun, but Turks call it the Irl4bi1t FmlIlllI' [Reform
Edict]. See explanation in note 4. The most useful text, both Turkish
and French, is Thomas X. Bianchi, Khlllbtby Humilloull. . . (Paris,
1856). 6. Text in Ignaz von Testa, Reeueid der 1nlitis de Il Porte
OlIDmIIM... (Paris, 1864-1911), VII, 521-23. 7. Text in DIU
Stllllirilrebiv, XXX (1877), no. 5702. 8. Articles 8 and 17. Text in DIU
Stllllirlirtbiv, XXXI (1877), no. 5948. 9. Many examples might be
cited. Edward A. Freeman, TIN Onomllit PO'WQ'ill Europe (London,
1877), is a gem-three hundred pages of magnificently righteous ann-
Turkish tirade. On reform promises see especially pp. 189, 197,225.
10. There is as yet no scholarly history of the Tanzimat period. The
best account of the reforms is snll Edouard Engelhardt, LIl Turfu;e a
le THNZ;iIM... (Paris, 1882-84), 2 vols. The most satisfactory
general history on the first half of the period is Georg Rosen,
Gesebicbte d" Tarkei VOIl dem Sieged" Riform im Jllbre 1826 bir...
1856 (Leipzig, 1866-(7),2 vols. Many Turkish scholars have smdied
aspects of the period, but none has yet produced a full-scale
consecutive history. The most important single volume is a I000-
page product by some thirty Turkish
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scholars, Tlinzi/Iflit, YDzlJncil YJJ6ttimD MUIUUdJdik [The Tanzimat,
on the Occasion of its Hundredth Anniversary], | (Istanbul, 1940).
Volume /I never appeared. 11. Mustafa R



id P

a (1800-58); Mehmed Emin Ali Pa

a (1815-71); Ke

ecizade Mehmed Fuad Pa

a (1815-69); Ahmed $e6k Midhat Pa

a (1822-84). 12. It is interesting to note that Reshid, Ali, and Fuad
were all Freemasons: Ebuzziya Tevek, Mm,,/Uli fAiizziyfl [Ebuzziya's
Journal] (Haziran, 1911), cited in Mustafa Nihat, Mdinl

MIINS" TUn EdmJAfltl 7izribi [History of Contemporary Turkish
Literature with Texts] (Istanbul, 1934), p. 27 n. | am not sure whether
or not Midhat was a Freemason, but he came from a family with
Bektashi affiliations and heterodox proclivities. See above, p. 69, on
dle Bektashi. 13. See Ali to Thouvenel, Nov. 28, 1858, in L.
Thouvenel, Troirlinnlu d

" "MUtsTWn d'Orim, (Paris, 1897), p. 316. 14. Ali to Musurus, Nov.
30, 1864, enclosed in Morris to Seward, no. 108, Mar. 29, 1865,
Turkey no. 18, State, U.S. Archives. 15. Text in Andreas D.
Mordnnann, S,ambul und das motJnwe Tiinm,bum (Leipzig, 1877-
78), |, 75-90. Ali recommended also new educational measures, a
reformed civil law code, etc. 16. See for instance his memorandum
of Aug. 12, 1839, printed in Frank E. Bailey, Bntirb Po/icy lind,IN
Tunirb Rifonn M/1Vminl'... 1826-18%1 (Cambridge, Mass., 1942), pp.
271-76. 17. Holographic draft of a memorandum on reforms for the
state, in private collection of Salih K

eci, cited in Orhan F. KoprUIu, 'Fuad Pa
a,' Mlim Ansil:/optdir

IV, 679. 18. Ylldlz Palace Archives, Midhat's reply to interrogation of
May 8, 1297 [1880), panly reproduced in Ibnulemin Mahmud



Kemallnal, Ormanl, Drorind

Son SlllinliZiimlar [The Last Grand Viziers in the Ottoman Period]
(Istanbul, 1940-50), Ill, 339. 19. The Hatt-i Humayun of 1856 used all
these expressions: ,e/mai {abane. ubal/li ra/Ja'lllti. le/mai IXvkt-i
Aliyye. See the note on this trend in Reuben Levy, IntrotJumon to ,IN
Sotiolog;y of Irllim (London, c. 1930-33),11,259. 20. The term used
was 1JI11IndlIf, which Bianchi (Kba,b,by HumaToun, p. 4 and n. |)
says was a new form. The basic word, Vllla", had meant 'native
place' or 'home' but was coming to be equated to ptltri

, fatherland, since the permeation of French ideas after 1789. See
the comments on the meaning of vallln in Bernard Lewis, 'The
Impact of the French Revolution on Turkey,' Jou",/ ofWorlti History, |
(July, 1953), 107-108. 21. Text in George Young, Corprd

droi, oft_n (Oxford, 1905-1906), /I, 226-29. See above, p. 72, on the
abuses of the capimlations at which the law was aimed. 22.
'Considerations sur I'execution du Firman Imperial du 18 fevrier
1856,' in Gregoire Aristarchi Bey, LIgUIIl,i""
oltOmline(Constantinople, 1873-88),11,26. 23. Morris-Seward, no.
33, Nov. 6,1862, Turkey no. 17, State, U.S. Archives. 24. 'Zapiski
Grapha N. P. Ignaryeva (1864-1874),' |lzvmiia Mininmroo
/nonrannyl:b Dyd, 1915,1, 170-12. 25. Enver Ziya Karal, O$11/Inll
Tlribi V: NiZilm-i C

di, lie TlinzimlII' Droirlm [Ottoman History V: Periods of Nizam-i Cedit
and Tanzimat] (Ankara, 1947), p. 191. Englehardt, LIl Tur'lui

, |, 142, attributes a similar remark to the archbishop of Nicomedia at
the proclamation of the Hatt-i Humayun of 1856. It should also be
pointed out that the Greek hierarchy opposed a democratiza- tion of
its own milia srrucmre whereby lay participation in mi/la
administration would increase. 26. The missionary reports are in the
archives of the American Board of Commissioners for |"oreign
Missions (ABCFM), Armenian Mission, VIII, nos. 79, 88, 92, 93, all
Schau flier to Anderson, of Mar. |l, Nov. 16, Dec. 12 and 27, 1859.
On the Bektashi order see John Kingsley Birge, TIN Ikl:tarbi Order of



Dn-visINr (London, 1937). It would serve no purpose to cite here a
bibliograph)' on Islam. There is a considerable and scattered
literature on syncretism. Frederick W. Hasluck, Cbrir,ianity lInd Irkmr
under ,IN Sukllnr (Oxford, 1929), 2 vols., is full of information. 27.
Arim TlIrihi (Istanbul, n.d.), |, 376, quoted in Bernard Lewis, "The
Impact of the French Revolution on Turkey,' Jour. Worlti His,., |, 118,
n. 35. 28. Edouard Driault, L 'EDP,ut'EUuTOJN. lll mr

d

1839-1841 (Cairo, 1930-), I, letter 79, Sept. 20, 1839, and I, letter 7,
Nov. 19, 1839. These Turks did not realize how much of a reformer
Muhammad Ali was in EgypL 29. Prominent among them the New
Ottomans, On whom see above, pp. 75-77. 30. Clarendon to
Stratford, Jan. 4, 1856, Private Stratford MSS, FO 352/44. Public
Record
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Office (PRO), quoted in Harold Temperley, 'The Last Phase of
Stratford de Redcliffe, 1855-58," E"glish HiSIOritai Rroit'W, XLVII
(1932), 218. 31. L. Raschdau, ed 'Diplomatenleben am Bosporus,
Aus dem literarischen Nachlass . " Dr. Busch,' IXutrtk RUIlldsthou,
CXXXVIII (1909), 384. 32. Elliot to Stanley, no. 68 conf, Dec. 17,
1867, FO 78/1965, PRO. 33. See, for example, the comments of Sir
Edmund Hornby, judge of a British consular coun in this period, in his
Autobiography (London, 1928), p. 93. (Marco Antonio) Canini, Ville
ans d



ri/ (Paris, 1868), pp. 111-42, gives a good picture of the riffraff in the
capital. 34. Prokesch to Buol, Jan. 10, 1856, Politisches Archiv
XI11/56, Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv. 35. Henry HarrisJessup, Fifty-
Thrtt YMrs ill Syria (New York, 1910),1,49; 11,465. 36. Bulwer to
Russell, no. 177, Sept. 27, 1859, enclosing Bulwer to C. Alison of
same date, FO 78/1435, PRO. 37. Hornby, pp. 124-25. 38. See the
Story from Abdurrahman

eref in Karal, Osmanl, Tanhi V, p. 190; also Gad Franco,
DftxloppnnmIS eonstituti"llrls m Turqui

(Paris, 1925), p. 12. 39. Dr. K., Erilllimlligm aus tdJm /.eidm des
Serdar f.1rnn Omer Pas,ba... (Sarajevo, 1885), pp. 47, 252. Orner
served on this commission. For a sample of Turkish complaints on
Christian exemption see Felix Kanitz, Do'lllu-Bulgarim ulll1 der
Balltat, (Leipzig, 1875-79), lll, 151. 40. Henry J. Van Lennep, Travels
ill Linle-K_ Parts of Asis Minor (London, 1870), 1, 118-19. Some of
the ulema were bigoted and narrowly educated, but not all. Jevdet
[Cevdet] is an outstanding example of one of the ukma of this period
who was a staunch Muslim but no bigot. 41. Goodell to Anderson,
Nov. 6, 1860, ABCFM, Vol. 284, no. 382. Much of the reponed
persecution was hy other Christians, not Muslims. 42. The statement
of a government commission investigating one of the rare cases of
cOnl'ersion from Islam to Christianity: Hamlin to Anderson, Sept. 5,
1857, ABCFM, Armenian Mission, V, no. 276. 43. Documentary
account of this in Oas Staalsarchi'/}, XXX (1877), nos. 5733-58. 44.
Farnsworth to Board Secretaries, Sept. 21, 1865, ABCFM, Vol. 284,
no. 33\. Raya or ITaya was the CUStomary tetm for the tributary non-
Muslim peoples of the empire, and originally meant 'cattle' or 'flocks."
Presumably the llatt-i lumayun banned this term also. 45. The
conspiracy is analyzed on the basis of documentary evidence,
chiefly the interrogation reports, in Ulug Igdemir, Kuk/i Vakas,
llal:lllllM1a bir Artlfl,rma [An Investigation of the Kuleli Affair] (Ankara,
1937). The mrdrese is a school for instrUction in Muslim law and
theology. 46. The whole reform program was of course often
condemned as contrary to religious law by men whose interest was
not at all in the $eriat but only in their vested interests in sources of



power and income. Such were numerous officials, tax-farmers,
moneylenders, etc. 47. Ali Suavi, A propos dd'Herzigoville (Paris,
1875), p. 16. 48. Letrer of Feb. 5, 1867, in Le Non/(Brussels), Feb. 7,
1867. 49. S.A. le Prince Mustapha-Fazyl Pacha, Lmrr admsle it S.M.
le SuiliJll (n.p., n.d.) [presumably March, 1867], pp. I-1l. 50. In
Hurriya, no. 4 (July 20, 1868), reproduced in Ihsan Sungu, 'Tanzi mat
ve Yeni Osmanhlar' [The Tanzimat and the New Ottomans], in
Tanzimat, |, 795-96. Sungu's chapter, pp. 777-857 in this volume, is
almost entirely a collection of newspaper articles by Namik Kemal
and Ziya on questions of the day. 5\. See, for example, the
'Manifesto of the Muslim Patriots,' of Mar. 9, 1876, probably written
by Midhat or one of his entourage: LeSliJmboul,June 2,1876. 52. In
their newspaper Mubbir, date of issue not given; translation in FO
195/893, no. 120, Mar. 25, 1868, PRO. In his poem, the 'Zafer-
name,' Ziya uses heavy irony to attack Ali on the same issues of
Crete and Belgrade. He funher proclaims acidly that Ali has brought
the equality of rights to perfection not only by such concessions but
by appointing Greeks and Armenians to high office. English
translation and Turkish text of about half the poem are in Elias J. W.
Gibb, A //islOry 0fOnomall P«try(London, 1900--1909), V, 96-111,
and VI, 37

78. 53. In Hurriya, no. 15 (Oct. 5,1868), reproduced in Sungu, p.
797. 54. There were of course many obstacles to the realization of a
doctrine of equality other than those discussed here as 'attitudes."'
One of the most important, especially as it affected the relations of
Christian and Muslim in the Balkans, was the sysrem of land tenure,
with resulting
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social and economic inequalities and groups which had a vested
interest in maintaining them. A good analysis of this simation in a
pan of the Balkans in the period up to 1850 is Halillnalcik, TtInzi/llllt
Tle Btdfpr Mmksi [The Tanzimat and the Bulgar Question] (Ankara,
1943). AJtkd Nolr. Note 10 says that there is no scholarly history of
the Tanzimat period. Since that was written, a book of mine
attempted to fill the gap: Rgorm ;" tbt Ol1ollfflll Empi", 18$6-1876
(Princeton, 1963), though it is not full on the early Tanzimat years
beginning in 1839. Several of the contributions to Benjamin Braude
and Bernard Lewis, eds., CbrisMIIS tlllli Jew ill tk 01tm/I(JIl Empirr:
Tk FUIlaio/l;"g of tl PIUI'lll Soekty, 2 vols. (New York, 1982), bear on
the subject of this essay in one way or another. Two books help to
illuminate the more general intellectual climate of the period: $erif
Mardin, Tk Genesis of Youllg 01tm/I(JIl Thougbt: A Stutly ill tbt
MoJmliZIlliOll of Turltisb Poli,;ctlllJMr (Princeton, 1962), and Niyazi
Berkes, Tk Drotloptnmt of Sttul4ristt1 ill TurUy (Montreal, 1964). Two
others look more specifically at Ottomanism: |. L Fadeeva, OjJiuWllie
Dobrilli v IJtologii i Politl,e OSIIffllISh!i Imperii: OSIIffllli.rm-
P,,"islamism. XIX-Nadmlo XX v. (Moscow, 1985), and R. A.
Safrastian, Dol:tritra OSlIfflllisma v Politichesl/o; Zbizni OS1//1l/Irh!i
Imperii (Erevan, 1985).

Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables

ALBERT HOVRANI

This paper was prtrented to a conference on the beginningr of
modernization in the Middle wt, held at the Univerriry ofChicaf/1 in



1966. It 'lI/)Qf intended as a brief jirrt statement of certain ideas which
| hoped to formulate more fully and to justify in a longer 'lJJOrl:. | did
l1(Jt tbere{o" think it ne&eisary at the time to provide full referencer
for what | 'IDITJte, and now it is too late. | have given referencer only
toaf

'WOrits which a" explicitly or implicitly mention£tl. and to one or
two mo" "cent ones in the light of which rome of my statementr might
need to be revised. | ac/mfYIDledge with thanks a number of useful
criticisms and ruggertions made by Profirrorr J Berque, P. M. Holt
and Stanford J Shaw and Dr. E. R. J Owen.

It is a commonplace that we cut up history into periods at our peril:
the artificial frontiers made for convenience may seem to be real,
and a new generation of historians will have to spend time removing
them. Nevertheless, to think we must distinguish, and the best we
can do is to try to make divisions which reveal something important
about the process we are studying. The old division of history in
terms of states and dynasties was not without its value; the
imposition for example of Ottoman rule on the western part of the
Muslim world was an event of great importance, however we look at
it. But it is too simple and therefore misleading to go beyond that and
make a further distinction simply in terms of the strength or
weakness of Ottoman rule; the traditional division of a period of
Ottoman greamess followed by one of Ottoman decline does not
help us much to find out what really happened. Perhaps it would be
more satisfactory to begin by making a distinction in terms of the
kind of sources which we as historians must use; this might have a
significance beyond itself, both because the sources we use help to
determine the emphasis we place within the complex whole of the
historical process, and because the appearance of a new and
important type of source, or the disappearance of an old one, may
reveal a change in the social order or intellecruallife.
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From this point of view we may make a very rough division of
Ottoman history into four phases. In the first, we must rely mainly on
Islamic literary sources (using the term 'literary' in its widest sense)
and archaeological evidence. In the second, we must add to these
the Ottoman archives; they form a unique source for the study of
how a great Islamic government worked, but one which must be
used in combination with the literary sources if we wish to study also
how Ottoman society changed. In the third- stretching roughly, we
may say, from 1760 to 1860-the relative value of types of source
changes once more. The control of the central government over
Ottoman society weakens or is exercised in a more indirect way; the
archives in Istanbul keep their value as showing what the Ottoman
government thought or intended, but that may have been very
different from what actually happened. In some provincial centres
important archives exist-Cairo and Tunis are obvious examples; but
in others those kinds of document which Professor Shaw has used
to good effect | may not have survived. In most great cities we can
probably find documents kept in the gqadi's court, but once the
reforms began the qadi lost his central position in the provincial
administration, and the documents we most want to see may not
have been registered in his court. Once new courts were established
to administer new legal codes, however, their records were
systematically kept and can be used to throw light on the effects of
the reforms upon Ottoman society. In this third period the European
sources come to have the importance which an earlier generation of
historians thought they had for the second. We refer not so much to
the travellers; their books are usually to be treated with suspicion
unless like Russell they spent a long period in the place they are
describing, and in the nineteenth century they are perhaps even less
reliable than for earlier times, because the coming of the steamship



made it possible to travel rapidly and superficially, the power and
wealth of Europe cut the traveller off from the people among whom
he moved semi-regally, and romanticism cast the shadow of the
observer's own temperament across what he was supposed to be
observing. We refer rather to the reports of European diplomats and
consuls, and also of Europeans in the Ottoman or Egyptian service.
In this period they contain evidence of more direct importance than
before for both political and economic history (although rarely for the
history of thought). Even a serious and well-informed ambassador, in
the seventeenth century, found it difficult to know what was really
going on in the saray. But by the early nineteenth the ambassadors
and consuls of the major powers were not just repeating information
picked up haphazardly and from a distance. The growing weight of
European interests in the Middle East made it necessary for the
governments of Europe to be fully and precisely informed, while the
desire of the Ottoman government (and the dependent governments
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in Egypt and Tunisia) to maintain their independence and reform
their methods obliged them and their local governors to take the
representatives of the European states at least partly into their
confidence. The process of change which took place in this period
was one which, by and large, the population of the empire and its
dependent states-even the educated part of it-did not understand. It
was change imposed from above, not yet accepted by most
elements in the population, affecting the system of law and
administration but not as yet the organization of society. For this
reason the indigenous 'literary' sources change in nature and value.
The Muslim tradition of chronicles, biographies and descriptions



continues for a time: apart from al-Jabarti, we may point in a later
generation to Ibn Abi Diya)f in Tunis, al-Bitar in Damascus,
Sulayman Fa'iq in Baghdad, 'Ali Mubarak in Cairo, and the official
historiographers in Istanbul. But those who write within the religious
tradition now have a different relationship with authority. The faith in
the continued existence of a strong, autonomous and God-preserved
Islamic umma has been shaken, and the impulse to record the
names and virtues of those who have preserved and transmitted the
heritage of Islam through history grows weaker; the men of the old
culture, looking on their rulers as alien in ways of thought, no longer
find it possible or desirable to record their acts. On the other hand, a
new school of Christian writers arises in Syria and Lebanon, the
product of a new education which has taught them both better Arabic
and the languages and ways of thought of Europe. But they too are
far from the sources of power, and (except in regard to the princely
government in Lebanon itself) possess neither the knowledge nor
the self-identification with power which is neces- sary for the political
historian. In the fourth period, which begins roughly in 1860, the
importance of this last factor changes and the historian can use a
new combination of sources. The importance of the diplomatic and
consular records continues; that of the Ottoman and Egyptian
documents increases, as the governments impose a more direct and
pervasive control over society, and thus require and are able to
obtain fuller and more accurate information. But what distinguishes
this fourth from the third period is that the changes which had been
imposed from above are now increasingly understood and accepted.
There is a new self- awareness and, linked to it, a new and more
active interest in the political process, a new concern to take part in
the movement of change and determine its direction. We are
entering the modern age of the continuously and consciously self-
changing society, and once more the indigenous literary sources
become important: not so much works of history (although modern
history-writing begins with Muhammad Bayram and Cevdet Pasha)
as the play, the novel and most of all the press-article aiming to
inform, advise, criticize or arouse feeling, written not by the 'alim
responsible to an existing
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order regarded as of eternal value, but by the politician concerned
with power or the intellectual acknowledging no sovereign except his
own vision of what should or what must be.

We are here concerned with 'the beginnings of modernization'; that
is to say, with the third of our four periods. What kinds of source are
important for this period we have already said, and in regard to each
of them we can ask a further question: what can we expect it to tell
us? Each of them can of course be used for one purpose at least, to
throw light on the opinions or assumptions of those who wrote it; but
can it be used beyond that, and for what? There is no need to
answer this question in detail here. Some of the main lines of an
answer are clear. The archives of governments, in a region and age
where outside the large cities custom was still king, tell us what
rulers or officials wanted to happen but not always what really
happened. To take an obvious example, that of .land-tenure: as
Professor Lambton has shown, Z the relationship which existed
between landlord and peasant was never in exact conformity with
the theory of ownership laid down by law, whether shari'a or modern
statute. Again, diplomatic and consular reports must be treated with
caution because those who wrote them were themselves actors in
the political process, and wrote their reportS not simply as a



historical record of events but, often, to justify themselves to their
government or persuade it to adopt a certain line of action;
moreover, ambassadors and consuls tended to be drawn into the
struggles of parries in central or local government, and so reflect
(sometimes more than they knew) the views of the party which
looked to them for help and to which therefore they had access. One
limitation is common to most of our sources, and it is this which
concerns us here. The voice of an important part of the population is
scarcely heard in them, or heard only in a muted, indirect and even
distorted form: that of the Muslim town-dwellers and their traditional
and 'natural' leaders, the urban notables. For example, from all our
vast documentation about the events of 1860 in Syria and Lebanon,
we can discover with some precision and from within the attitudes
and reaction of Maronites, Druzes, Turks, and European
governments, but we have scarcely an authentic record of the
attitude of the Muslim population and its leaders, except for a short
work by al-Hasibi and some passages in al-Bitar's collection of
biographies. Again, from our still vaster material about Muhammad
'Ali, we can trace in detail the development of each aspect of his
policy, and the growth of a new ruling caste, but we cannot easily
discover how the Muslim urban population and its leaders reacted to
it. Some reaction there must have been, and we come on traces of it
in the later pages of al-Jabarti or when 'Umar Makram is sent into
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exile. But it is not easy to build anything from these hints, and our
usual picture of Egypt in the nineteenth century is an odd one: at one
end, a gradual increase in the political activity of the urban
population, going on throughout the eighteenth century and reaching



its height in the period between the first revolt against French rule
and the movement which carried Muhammad cAli to power; much
later, in the 1870s, a sudden upsurge; and in between virtually
nothing, a political vacuum. This is an important gap in our
knowledge, for the urban politics of the Ottoman provinces (at least
of the Muslim provinces) cannot be understood unless we see them
in terms of a 'politics of notables' or, to use Max Weber's phrase, a
'patriciate’. There are many examples in history of 'patrician’ politics.
They differ from one place and time to another, but perhaps have
certain things in common. This type of politics seems to arise when
certain conditions exist: first, when society is ordered according to
relations of personal dependence-the artisan in the city producing
mainly for patrician patrons, and the peasant in the countryside,
whether nominally free or not, also producing mainly for a landowner,
either because he cannot otherwise finance himself or because the
landowner holds the key to the urban market; secondly, when society
is dominated by urban notables, by great families which (like those of
medieval ltaly but unlike medieval England and France) reside
mainly in the city, draw their main strength from there, and because
of their position in the city are able to dominate also a rural
hinterland; and, thirdly, when these notables have some freedom of
political action. This freedom may be of either of two kinds. The city
may be self- governing, and the notables its rulers, a 'patriciate’ in
Max Weber's full sense; or else the city may be subject to a
monarchical power, but one on which the urban population wishes
and is able to impose limits or exercise influence. It is this second
kind of situation which we find in Muslim history. Very rare
exceptions apart, what exists is not the republic ruled by patricians,
but monarchy, rooted in one or more cities and ruling their hinterland
in cooperation with, and in the interests of, their dominant classes. In
such circumstances we find certain typical modes of political action.
The political infiuence of the notables rests on twO factors: on the
one hand, they must possess 'access' to authority, and so be able to
advise, to warn, and in general to speak for society or SOme part of
it at the ruler's court; on the other, they must have some social power
of their own, whatever its form and origin, which is not dependent on
the ruler and gives them a position of accepted and 'natural’



leadership. Around the central core of this independent power they
can, if they are skilful, create a coalition of forces both urban and
rural. But this process does not necessarily end in one notable or
one party of notables drawing all the forces of society into its
coalition. In such political systems there is a tendency towards the
formation of two or more coalitions
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roughly balancing one another, and for this several reasons may be
given: leadership of this kind is not an institution, and there will
always be those who challenge it; since the leader has to combine
so many interests, and to balance them against the interests of the
ruler, he is bound to disappoint some groups, who therefore tend to
leave his coalition for another; and it is in the interest of the ruler to
create and maintain rivalries among his powerful subjects, as
otherwise he may find the whole of society drawn up against him.
The twO aspects of the notable's power are of course closely
connected with each other. It is because he has access to authority
that he can act as leader, and it is because he has a separate power
of his own in society that authority needs him and must give him
access. But for this reason, his modes of action must in normal
circumstances be cautious and even ambiguous. At moments of
crisis direct action may be possible and even be needed. The
notables lead a revolution against the ruler, or themselves become
rulers during an interregnum; when one dynasty is displaced by
another, it is the notables who act as caretakers and surrender the
city to its new master. But at other times they must act with care so
as not to lose touch with either pole of their power. They must not
appear to the city to be simply the instruments of authority; but also



they must not appear to be the enemies of authority, and so risk
being deprived of their access, or, through the full exercise of the
ruler's power, of the very basis of their position in society. Thus in
general their actions must be circumspect: the use of infiuence in
private; the cautious expression of discontent, by absenting
themselves from the ruler's presence; the discreet encouragement of
opposition-but not up to the point where it may call down the fatal
blow of the ruler's anger.

Ottoman Istanbul was above all a centre of government,
comparable, as a Muslim city, not so much to those great organic
growths which held the deposit of many ages of Islamic history, but
rather to the imperial foundations by which new dynasties marked
their greatness. The greatest strength of the government was
naturally concentrated in its capital, and there was almost no local
countervailing power independent of it. Istanbul had not existed as a
Muslim city before the conquest, and the conquerors found there no
ancient Islamic society with its inner structure already full grown and
having its 'natural’ leaders in ancient families with an inherited social
prestige. Trade was largely in the hands of foreigners or members of
religious minorities, who as such were not able to exercise
leadership or obtain power (except for such derived influence as the
Phanariot Greeks had for a time); and the obvious need to keep the
capital supplied with food made it necessary for the government to
prevent that growth of urban domination over the rural
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hinterland which in other places made it possible for city notables to
control the economic exchanges between countryside and town.
Moreover, the class which, in other cities, provided the spokesmen
for popular grievances and demands-the <ulama-was here very
much of an official class, owing its influence to the holding of high
religious office in the government, and therefore nearer to the ruler
than to the subject; in course of time too it tended to be dominated
by privileged families passing on wealth and the tradition of state
service from one generation to another. It is true that, at least in the
later Ottoman period, the Janissary organization gave the members
of the regiments a means of expressing their discontent. But while
they could disturb the government they could not themselves control
it, and they were themselves indeed the instruments of political
forces inside the government. The politics of Istanbul were not the
'politics of notables' as we have defined them but something
different, court or bureaucratic politics. The political 'leaders', those
who formed and led combinations and struggled for power, were
themselves servants of the ruler and derived the core of their power
from that, not from their independent position in society. But, as
Professor ltzkowitz has shown,J the path to power and leadership
within the government changed from one Ottoman age to another: in
the sixteenth century, it had led through the schools and service of
the palace, but by the eighteenth it was more common for civil
servants to rise to the top. In the provincial centres, however,
Ottoman power took a different form. Here the distinction of <askar
and ra<aya could have many undertones, ethnic, religious and other.
Ottoman governors and officials came from far off, spoke often a
different language, did not usually stay long enough to strike roots;
the standing forces they could rely on were normally not sufficient to
allow them to impose their authority unaided. To rule at aU they had
to rely on local intermediaries, and these they found already existing.
At least in Asia and Africa, the lands the Ottomans conquered were
lands of ancient Islamic culture, with a long tradition of urban life and



separate political existence; both by necessity and because of a
certain view of government, the Ottomans when they came tried not
to crush and absorb but to preserve or even revive good local
customs. In such conditions, when authority can only maintain itself
with local help, a 'politics of notables' can grow up. But who were the
'notables'? The concept of a 'notable’, as we shall use it, is a political
and not a sociological one. We mean by it those who can playa
certain political role as intermediaries between government and
people, and-within certain limits-as leaders of the urban population.
But in different circumstances it is different groups which can play
this role, groups with different kinds of social power. In the Arab
provinces there were three such groups. First there were the
traditional spokesmen of the Islamic
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city, the 'ulama, whose power was derived from their religious
position. They were necessary to the Ottoman government because
they alone could confer legitimacy on its acts. But while in Istanbul
they were an official group, in the provinces they were local groups:
apan from the gadi, the others-muftir, naqgibs, na'ibs-were drawn
from local families. Their positions alone would have given them
infiuence, but they derived it also from other sources: from the
inherited reputation of cenain religious families, going back many
centuries perhaps to some saint whose tomb lay at the hean of the
city; from the fact that, in spite of this, the corps of 'ulama lay open to
all Muslims; from the connection of the local 'ulama with the whole
religious order and thus with the palace and the imperial divatl; and
from their wealth, built up through the custody of waqfi or the
traditional connection with the commercial bourgeoisie, and relatively



safe from the danger of confiscation because of their religious
position. Secondly, there were the leaders of the local garrisons.
They too were necessary to the government because they had
immediate control of armed force, but they also had a cenain
independence of action. They could rely to some extent on the esprit
de corps which an armed and disciplined body of men develops; and
the leaders of the )anissaries in particular controlled the local
citadels under direct orders from Istanbul and were not responsible
to the local governor. In some places also the Janissaries in course
of time took roots in the city: they enlisted local auxiliary trOOps;
membership of a regiment became heredity; panicular regiments
indeed became closely identified with particular quaners of the city.
Thus they served not only as military bodies but as organizations for
defence or political action. Thirdly, there were those whom we might
call 'secular notables' (a)'lln. agas, amirs): that is to say, individuals
or families whose power might be rooted in some political or military
tradition, the memory of some ancestor or predecessor; or in the
‘asabiyya of a family or of some other group which could serve as its
equivalent; or in the control of agricultural production through
possession of malikanes or supervision of waqfi. (This last factor
was of particular importance, not so much because it gave them
wealth as because it enabled them to control the grain-supply of the
city, and thus indirectly to affect public order and put pressure on the
government) From whichever of these three groups the local
leadership arises, we find it acting politically in much the same way.
On the one hand, its leaders or their representatives are members of
the governor's tlivan, and thus have formal access to him. On the
other, around the core of their own independent power they build up
a coalition, combining other notable families, 'uJama, leaders of
armed forces, and also the organizations which embody the active
force of the population at large: some of the groups of craftsmen (in
particular that of the butchers), the )anissaries in places where they
have become a popular group,
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shaykhs of the more turbulent quarters, and those unofficial
mobilizers of opinion and organizers of popular action who, under
one name or another, go back into the distant past of the Islamic city.
The combination may even spread beyond the city and its immediate
hinterland and include Beduin chieftains or lords of the mountains.
But it is a precarious combination: forces attracted into the orbit of
one notable can be drawn away into that of another, or can
themselves become independent agents, or can be won back to
direct dependence on the government. This much was true of all the
provincial centres, but there were great differences between the
provinces in regard to which group of the three took the lead, and
how far it could go vis a vis the Ottoman government along a
spectrUm stretching as far as complete and permanent seizure of
power. At one extreme, in the North African provinces, distance from
Istanbul and the loss by the Ottoman navy of control of the central
Mediterranean made it possible for certain local forces to take over
the government, to rule in the name of the sultan and with his
investiture, and to hand on their rule to their chosen successors. In
Cairo, however, the balance was more even. True, the local Ottoman
power was comparatively weak once the first phase was over, and
was unable to maintain a large enough standing army to impose its
authority. Neverthe- less, Egypt was too important from many points
of view for the Ottomans to let it go. Ottoman sea power still counted
for something in the eastern Mediterranean, and so did the prestige
of the sultan as defender of Sunni Islam and protector of the Holy
Places; it was still possible for the Ottoman government to assert its
authority, either by a direct act of force or by balancing local groups
against each other. But the Ottoman administration in Egypt never
rested, as it did in Anatolia and the Balkans, on a social basis of
Turkish military landholders. It was thus possible for local leaders to
rise, and hope to strengthen and consolidate their position by seizing



hold of the land and the land tax. The nature and development of this
local leadership has been made clearer by the recent writings of
Professors Ayalon, Holt and Shaw. 4 It did not come either from the
religious class or from the leaders of the military corps. It is true, the
religious leaders (not so much the teachers of the Azhar as the
heads of families which possessed a hereditary leadership of
important turuq) had certain weapons in their hands: a connection
with the Muslim merchants who engaged in the Nile and Red Sea
trade, control of waqfs, a close link with the population of the small
towns and the countryside, and of course the prestige of religious
ancestry and learning. But the long experience of military rule, and
the whole tradition of the Sunni culama, had taught them to play a
discreet and secondary role, and taught the people to look
elsewhere for political leadership. The leaders of the 'seven
regiments' also had certain obvious advantages; but it may be that,
once the military
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corps began to be drawn into Egyptian society and military discipline
to relax, the solidarity of the regiments was not enough to provide
that 'asabiyya which was necessary for one who wished to seize and
hold power. In the absence of local families with a tradition of
leadership, the only groups which could provide the needed
rasabiyya were the 'Mamluk' households: these were not military
corps but elites created by men possessing political or military
power, composed of freedmen trained in the service of the current
heads of the household, and held together by a solidarity which
would last a lifetime. The training and tradition of the household
produced individuals who knew how to gather around them religious



leaders, the commanders of the regiments, popular guilds, and
behind them one or other of the loose rural alliances Nisi Haram and
Nisi Sarti, and then, with this combination, to secure real power-to
obtain for themselves and their followers from the governor the rank
of bey and therefore access to the great offices to which beys were
appointed, and to seize control of the tax farms. But the combination
was fragile: one household might be destroyed by others, as the
Qltsimiyya were destroyed by an alliance of the Faqariyya and
Qazdughliyya; but in its turn the new dominant party might split, as
did the Faqariyya and Qazdughliyya, or might have to face new
rivals; and the Ottoman governors, as well perhaps as other local
forces, could use their rivalries to weaken them all. In the Arab
provinces to the east of Egypt also there existed 'notables’, but in
different forms. In two provincial centres, Sayda (later Acre) and
Baghdad, we find the same phenomenon of the Mamluk household
as in Egypt. In both of them, however, we find a single Mamluk
household, which has a tendency to split but still keeps its solidarity.
In each of them, the household has been formed by a strong
governor, and after his death secures the governorship for itself and
keeps it until the 1830s. Why was it that the Ottoman government
accepted this formal monopoly of power by a household? Various
reasons may be suggested. First, both Baghdad and Acre were
'frontier' posts. Baghdad lay on the disturbed frontier with Persia, and
with a potentially disloyal Shi'i population all around, and Acre lay
near the frontier of almost independent Egypt and open to the
Mediterranean, and also at the foot of the hill country of northern
Palestine and southern Lebanon, whose inhabitants had in the past
shown more than velleities of independence and a willingness to ally
themselves with outside forces; in the 1770s a combination of semi-
autonomous mountain rulers, Egyptian forces coming up the coastal
road through Palestine, and Greco-Russian sea forces in the eastern
Mediterranean had gravely threatened the Ottoman hold over
southern Syria. In both places (as in some other provinces of the
empire) it was therefore in the interest of the Porte to acquiesce in
the rule of a group which could maintain efficient armed forces,
collect taxes, and keep its province loyal to the sultan in the last
resort.
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In both of them, again, the rural hinterland had been gradually eaten
away: in Acre-Sayda by the lords of the Palestinian and Lebanese
hills, in Baghdad by such tribal leaders as the shaykhs of the
Muntafik, who controlled the greater part of the land and therefore
the collection of the land taX, as well as many custOms posts. There
did not therefore exist the same spur to the ambitions and rivalries of
urban forces as was provided by the iltizams of Egypt. Moreover,
those urban forces were weaker than in Cairo, and therefore there
was less scope for the creation of powerful combinations. Sayda and
Acre were small towns, without great religious families; their
hinterland was largely in the possession of Christian, Druzes and
Shi<is, and did not contain large waqft. In Baghdad there were great
families of Sunni <ulama, but their social power must have been
limited by the hold of Shi<i divines and tribal chiefs over the
countryside. In both of them, commerce was controlled largely by
foreigners or members of minorities, Jews and Armenians in
Baghdad, Orthodox or Uniate Christians in Sayda and Acre. Mosul
again showed a different picture. It was like Acre and Baghdad in
that a local group was able to impose itself on the Ottoman
government and insist on a governor drawn from the city itself, but
unlike them in that the governor came not from a Mamluk household
but from a family, that ofJalili, and one which as so often in Islamic
history came from outside (it was probably of Christian origin) and so
was able to serve as the focal point for many different groups.
Perhaps here too we can find an explanation for these facts in
certain characteristics of the city. Mosul had a small hinterland. The
range of infiuence of the urban economy scarcely stretched beyond
the plains and river valley immediately around it; beyond that lay



Beduin territory and the principalities of the Kurdish mountains.
Within this small enclave, almost a city-state, urban politics could
work themselves out without much interfer- ence. The city itself was
a centre of orthodox Muslim education, and around its mosques and
schools had grown up some families with a religious tradition and
prestige, like the <Umaris, the guardians of the religious orthodoxy of
northern Iraq. It was also an important centre of trade, lying on the
main route from Istanbul and Asia Minor to Baghdad and the Gulf,
and being a collecting and distributing centre for parts of Anatolia
and Persia; and its trade was largely in Muslim hands. Here once
more we find the combination of a religious group with a commercial
bourgeoisie. Moreover, it was not a military centre of the same
importance as Baghdad. The main armed forces were local ones
raised by the Jalili governors, and the Janissaries had become
mainly a political organization of the city quarters and under the
control of local leaders. There was therefore no military body which
could counterbal- ance the ascendancy of the local notables. There
remain to be considered the cities of Syria and the Hijaz: Damascus,
Aleppo, the Holy Cities and their dependencies. Here we find the
'politics of

94

Albert Hourani

notables' in their purest form. On the one hand, Ottoman authority
remained real; it had to be a reality, because its legitimacy, in the
eyes of the Muslim world, was bound up with its control of the Holy
Cities and the pilgrim routes, and also because it was control of the
Fertile Crescent which determined that Istanbul, not Cairo or Isfahan,
should dominate the heart of the Muslim world. Although this
authority might appear to be ceded to a local group, as with the



'Azms in Damascus throughout most of the eighteenth century, it
could be taken back either by the time-honoured method of setting
one governor against another, or by direct military methods: the
imperial road to Syria and the Hijaz lay open. On the other hand, the
power of the notables was particularly great in these cities; and here
the 'notables’' were not a Mamluk group but an ancient bourgeoisie
with its leaders, the sharift in the Hijaz, the great families in
Damascus, Aleppo and the smaller Syrian towns, some of them with
a religious and learned tradition (and in Aleppo and its province
claiming the tide and privileges of sharift). This class was strong
enough to absorb into itself families of military origin around whom
rival loyalties and Mamluk households might have grown up, to
restrain the power of the local governor or at least ensure that it was
exercised in its own interest, and at times even to revolt successfully
against the governor and itself rule the city for short periods (in
Aleppo several times, in Damascus in 1830). In both Aleppo and
Damascus, this class was represented in the governor's divan and
so had access to the governor. In Aleppo the members of the divan
included the muhassil, a local notable who had the farm of the most
important taxes; the serdar of the Janissaries who, as we shall see,
was open to influence by the notables; the mufti, the naqib, and the
principal 'uJama; and the a'yan in the restricted technical sense of
those notables who were hereditary members of the divan. In
Damascus the composition of the divan was similar. But the notables
not only had access to the governor, they also were in a position to
make it impossible for him to rule without them. They controlled the
sources of power in the city, not only the wealthy and established
classes but the populace. This control was exercised through the
religious institutions, the popular quarters, and above all the
Janissaries. In both cities there was a formal distinction between
kapikul, imperial Janissaries, and yerliye, local auxiliaries or their
descendants. In Aleppo however this distinc