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ABSTRACT 

OF THE DISSERTATION OF 

 

Michael Ian Hanson Arnold  for  Doctor of Philosophy 

       Major: Arab and Middle East History  

 

Title: Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī and Islamic Conservatism During the Reign of Abdülhamid 

II (1878-1908) 

 

This dissertation examines the role of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī (1847–1909) in shaping 

Islamic conservatism during the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (1876–1909). Through an 

analysis of his writings, networks, and political influence, it explores how al-Ṣayyādī and 

other conservative Sufi figures contributed to the consolidation of Hamidian ideology and 

the sultan-caliph’s legitimacy. Contrary to historiographical narratives that emphasize 

Islamic modernist thought, this study highlights an alternative intellectual current rooted in 

traditional Sunni epistemology and Sufi conservatism. It argues that Ottoman conservatism 

was not merely reactionary but an active and strategic response to the political and ideological 

challenges posed by nationalism, reformist movements, and European imperial 

encroachment. By engaging with themes such as obedience to the sultan-caliph, the 

theological foundations of Islamic universalism, and the instrumentalization of Sufism for 

state legitimacy, this dissertation provides a reassessment of the Hamidian era's political and 

intellectual landscape. In doing so, it challenges dominant historiographical paradigms and 

contributes to a broader understanding of the dynamics between tradition and reform in the 

late Ottoman Empire. 
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 

  
This work uses a simple standard transliteration style. Arabic quotes have almost all 

been translated in the text into English, and use of Arabic is largely restricted to footnotes 

to render extreme detail largely unnecessary. This choice was made to enhance readability 

and to ensure compatibility. No distinctions have been made regarding emphatic 

consonants (e.g. ص ) or long vowels (e.g. ي). For reference, see the following chart: 

 

   a  أ 

   bب 

   tت 

   thث 

   jج 

   khخ 

   ḥح 

   dد 

   dhذ 

   rر 

   zز 

   sس 

   shش 

   ṣص 

   ḍض 

   ṭط 

   ẓ ظ 

   ʿ ع 

   ghغ 

   fف 

   qق 

   kك 

   l ل 

   mم 

   nن 

   hه 

   ʾ ء 

   a or at ة 

   w or ū و 

   y or īي 

   āآ 

   aى
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 In the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire, often referred to as the "sick man of 

Europe," faced both external centripetal and internal centrifugal forces that threatened to 

tear the Empire apart. It was also a century during which the state undertook reforms in a 

desperate attempt to ensure its survival. This was the context in which Sultan Abdülhamid 

II (r. 1876-1909) rose to power. Abdülhamid’s reign was controversial and the 

historiography has often treated him as a tyrant and the epitome of an “oriental 

despotism”1. The Hamidian years have often been presented as years in which Islam and 

Islamic symbols were instrumentalized for the purpose of maintaining and even expanding 

the sultan’s personal authority. While the purpose of this dissertation is not to challenge 

these views per se, it implicitly complicates them. This is particularly the case as it relates 

to alliances the sultan built between the Ottoman state and Sufi institutions and figures, 

particular in the Empire’s Arabic speaking provinces.  

 At its core, this dissertation seeks to examine the nature of an Islamic, particularly 

Sufi, conservatism during the reign of Abdülhamid II through the life and works of Abū al-

Hudā al-Ṣayyādī (1847CE-1909CE). Through this, it seeks to analyze the nature and 

character of Ottoman conservatism, as well as the concerns and anxieties of Sufi 

conservatives in response to both the external and internal pressures facing the Ottoman 

state. The study will also investigate how a traditional Sunni epistemological framework 

 
1 See: Michael Winter, "Maʿārif: 1. In the Ottoman Empire and the Central Eastern Arab Lands," in The 

Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., vol. 5, ed. C.E. Bosworth et al. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1984), 905.  
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shaped Abū al-Hudā’s efforts, as well as those of other conservatives. Furthermore, it will 

examine how this framework was strategically employed by the state as part of a broader 

effort to extend its legitimacy among the Muslim populace in the face of various 

challenges. 

 

A. Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī: Conservative Thought in the Liberal Age 

In the preface to his seminal work of modern Arab intellectual history, Arabic 

Thought in the Liberal Age: 1798-1939, Albert Hourani explains that his purpose in writing 

the book was not give a general history of thought in Arabic in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, but rather to focus on thought about politics and society within a context created 

by the growth of European influence and power in the Arabic speaking world.2 Within this 

framework, there was no room for a figure such as Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, something 

Hourani himself admitted in his preface to the 1983 reissue of Arabic Thought when he 

acknowledged there was a need to write more about thinkers who, if they did not wholly 

reject ideas coming from Europe, nonetheless sought to incorporate them within a 

framework of thought that continued to rely on traditional categories and methods.3 Unlike 

his contemporary Yusuf al-Nabahānī (d. 1932CE) who appeared to reject nearly all aspects 

associated with the liberal age,4 Abū al-Hudā demonstrated a more nuanced engagement 

 
2 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age: 1798–1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1983), iv.  

3 Ibid., 134.  

4 Amal Ghazal, "Illiberal Thought in the Liberal Age: Yusuf al-Nabhani (1849–1932), Dream-Stories and Sufi 

Polemics against the Modern Era," in Arabic Thought beyond the Liberal Age: Towards an Intellectual 

History of the Nahda, ed. Jens Hanssen and Max Weiss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016),215. 
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with modern thought. He nevertheless expressed ideas that reflected individuals Hourani 

referred to as those “who still lived in their inherited world of thought, whose main aim was 

to preserve the continuity of its tradition.”5 Abū al-Hudā, a prolific writer and influential 

political figure whose legacy endures among a devoted group of Rifā’ī Sufis, firmly 

believed that the survival of the Ottoman state—and by extension, Islam—relied on 

maintaining traditional institutions and modes of religious expression, including the 

preservation of sultanic and caliphal authority. 

In Hourani’s framework in Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, the “liberal” 

signified a mode of thought that embraced a modernity founded on ideas emerging from 

Europe as all-encompassing and ultimately inevitable. This interpretation includes the 

perspectives of Muslim modernists and reformers. Abū al-Hudā, unlike some of his 

contemporaries, particularly the famous Yusuf al-Nabahani, did not necessary abhor 

everything that could be associated with the “liberal” age in Arabic speaking lands, he did 

oppose some of its most identifiable expressions, on the religious and secular fronts alike. 

Even prior to Hourani’s Liberal Age, the weight of historiography of Muslims world, and 

the Arabic speaking lands in particular, has favored the modernist and reformist trend. 

Hourani’s work perhaps looms the largest, however, and continues to frame much of the 

historiography of Arab history from the late 19th to the mid 20th centuries. At its core, this 

dissertation represents a humble attempt to contribute to rectifying this historiographical 

record by illuminating a thought world rooted in traditionalism; a mode of thought that can 

perhaps be described as deeply conservative. According to Karl Mannheim, conservatism is 

 
5 Hourani, Arabic Thought, ix. 
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an active countermovement in that it responds to particular tendencies and is a function of 

one particular historical situation.6 In other words, while traditionalism stands as formal 

attitude, conservatism represents an active opposition. In Abū al-Hudā’s context this was 

shaped by the wide ranging and often rapid material and intellectual changes witnessed in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries that collectively came to define the modern that 

conservatives opposed to varying degrees.  

This dissertation explores this conservatism as it manifested in the text and context 

of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī. From his musings of issues that reform movements made 

controversial including the question of taqlīd and karamāt (saintly miracles), his call to 

both recognize and obey Abdülhamid II as both sultan of the Ottoman Empire and caliph to 

all Muslims through the use of both classical legal and more spiritually rooted arguments, 

to his religiously rooted and subtle arguments against the rising tide of nationalism in the 

Empire, he sought to preserve the Muslim state from forces that he, and others like him, 

believed would ultimately rip the Ottoman Empire apart. While he differed in important 

ways from his more famous conservative contemporary al-Nabahani, he did share with him 

a situatedness in what can best be described as conservative Sufism believed to offer 

framework that would help preserve the Ottoman order and ultimately Muslim loyalty to it 

through the office of the sultan-caliph.  

The mode of conservative thought as expressed by  Abū al-Hudā is not exclusively 

found in conventional historical sources of the period such as periodicals, newspapers, and 

 
6 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, trans. Louis Wirth 

and Edward Shils (London: Routledge, 1986), 83–84. 
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published treatises, although it Abū al-Hudā’s case, those mediums, particularly the latter, 

served a critical function in articulating his ideas. What is just as important however in 

order to grasp the foundational epistemological assumptions underlying conservative Sufi 

political and intellectual positions requires an understanding of how not just Sufism, but the 

epistemological framework of traditional Sunni Islam, expressed its beliefs and asserted its 

legitimacy through both textual and non-textual sources. The use of dreams and dream 

interpretation as a means to establish authority for a particular position or to bolster the 

legitimacy of particular claims or position is one such example. A dream reportedly had by 

Abdülhamid prior to having established a regular relationship with the Shaykh for which 

Abū al-Hudā provided an interpretation for that reportedly pleased the sultan, set the 

foundation for the nature of their relationship. As part of the same episode, Abū al-Hudā 

was reported to have had a dream in the following days in which the Prophet Muhammad 

visited him and told him he was required to inform Abdülhamid of something directly. 

After some back and forth between Abū al-Hudā and palace officials who were seeking to 

have Abū al-Hudā inform a palace aid of the dream, Abū al-Hudā presented the dream to 

the sultan in eloquent Turkish, which according to contemporary sources, Abū al-Hudā did 

not speak.7 As will be explored further in the context of this particular episode, dreams 

represent a potentially fruitful source for historians, not necessarily because of their specific 

content, but rather for how they serve to articulate authority and authoritativeness in the 

context of what Amira Mittermaier refers to as a “wider network of symbolic debts, 

 
7 Ibrahim al-Muwaylihi, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans: Istanbul in the Twilight of the Ottoman Empire, trans. 

Roger Allen (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), pp. 117-118.  
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relationships, and meanings.”8 In particular, in the historical context Abū al-Hudā found 

himself in, dreams served to demonstrate a clear epistemological alternative to the 

rationalized order being promoted by both the modernist and religious reform trends with 

which the “liberal age” came to be associated. Ultimately, episodes such as this served as a 

reflection of the traditional outlook that conservatives in general, and conservative Sufis in 

particular, were seeking to leverage in order to protect the religious, political, and social 

domains from an accelerating modernity.  

 

B. Tradition and Reform: A Dichotomy? 

In the study of the history of Islamic thought in the modern period, arguments 

revolving around the issue of “orthodoxy” and “heterodoxy” have formed the broad 

contours of the debates between reformists and conservatives, the latter of which are most 

often identified with members of the Sufi orders towards whom much of the reformist 

critique was addressed.9 Criticisms of practices and beliefs associated with Sufism go back 

to at least the 13th century with the critique of antinomian Sufi groups for practices some 

religious scholars argued were not permissible according to the Shari‘ah. By the 19th 

century, Muslim reformers not only offered critiques of what they considered to be 

heterodox Sufi practices and beliefs, but increasingly held adherence to these practices and 

 
8 Amira Mittermaier, Dreams That Matter: Egyptian Landscapes of the Imagination (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2011), 3. 

9 The dichotomy between reformers and conservative Sufis is not without its problems given the reformist 

streak among numerous Sufi orders in the in the late Ottoman period in particular. Additionally, several 

prominent reformist figures have been counted as members of Sufi orders. However, the reformist category 

does provide a useful designation for those who opposed practices and beliefs associated with Sufism.  
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beliefs to be at the core of why the advancement of Muslim society was seemingly stifled 

relative to Europe. The irony here was that by this point in history, particularly in the 

Ottoman Empire, antinomian Sufis had been mostly left to the margins and it was what 

Vincent Cornell has referred to as ‘juridical Sufis’10 who were most prominent, particularly 

in the Empire’s Arab provinces. Nevertheless, these Sufis vigorously defended their 

traditions in the face of reformist attacks leading to bitter controversies that are still felt 

across many parts of the Muslim world today.  

 These controversies are intimately tied to the broader questions that have shaped the 

contours of the debates around Islam and modernity. While reformist thinkers generally 

regarded Islam as being compatible with European modernity, particularly as it related to  

science and technical advances, as well as forms of political organization, conservatives 

were more skeptical. In the Ottoman context, both camps were broadly aware of the deep 

social and political challenges facing the Empire, challenges made all the more urgent in 

the face of European encroachment. Again, while the reformist – conservative dichotomy 

does not capture the totality of the intellectual, social and political dynamic of Muslim 

thinkers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it is nonetheless useful in understanding the 

19th century development of a confrontation between conservative Sufis and modernist 

reformers in the Muslim world and in the Ottoman Empire in particular. A central objective 

of this dissertation is to examine the intellectual roots and modes of expression of Islamic 

conservatism in the Ottoman Empire in the context of an alliance between Sufi 

 
10 See: Vincent J. Cornell, Realm of the Saint: Power and Authority in Moroccan Sufism (Austin: University 

of Texas Press, 1998). 
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conservatives from the Arabic speaking provinces of the Empire and Sultan Abdülhamid II 

(r.1878-1908 CE). While the Sultan supported these figures through patronage and other 

considerations, conservative Sufis formed a key front in the Sultan’s battle for legitimacy as 

sultan-caliph.  

 

C. A Hamidian Age 

While some viewed Abdülhamid II as a ruthless despot, others regarded him as the 

most legitimate Muslim ruler of his time. His influence extended well beyond the Ottoman 

Empire, earning respect from Muslims across the globe. These contrasting perceptions 

illustrate the complexities of holding the empire together during his reign, inviting a critical 

reassessment, particularly in relation to conservative, Islamically motivated forces. 

Looming in the background was the lasting sense of defeat and looming danger, 

compounded by numerous crises left in the wake of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878. 

Externally, European powers, which had previously offered limited support to the 

Ottomans, shifted toward aggressive competition for influence. By 1908, Abdülhamid had 

become synonymous with a ruler beset by challenges in nearly every region under his 

control. The Treaty of Berlin in 1878 stripped the Ottomans of significant territories and a 

substantial portion of their productive population, with further losses to Greece in 1881. 

Within the empire’s reduced borders, some regions attained autonomous or special 

administrative status, leading to periodic crises. These crises were shaped by multiple 

factors, including the proliferation of advanced weaponry. At the start of Abdülhamid's 

reign, the limited spread of mid-19th-century military technology still gave governments an 

advantage, but this balance shifted over time. Regions like Crete, Lebanon, and Eastern 
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Rumelia received special administrative statuses, while Egypt and Tunisia became 

autonomous. Lebanon remained relatively stable under reforms initiated in 1861, but in 

1885, Eastern Rumelia’s nationalist uprising led to its union with Bulgaria. Crete, however, 

posed a more significant challenge, as Greek nationalists demanded union with Greece, 

rather than improved Ottoman governance. Reforms in Crete led to greater autonomy in 

1878, but tensions erupted in 1896-1897, resulting in a war between the Ottomans and 

Greece. Although Greece faced military defeat, intervention by the great powers turned this 

into a diplomatic setback for the Ottomans, leaving Crete under nominal Ottoman 

sovereignty with a Greek prince as governor-general.11 In North Africa, the empire faced 

challenges from European imperialism and Islamic resistance movements. Abdülhamid 

worked to strengthen Ottoman influence in regions stretching from Oman to Zanzibar and 

Morocco, with notable success in Libya. Leveraging his connections to the Shadhili Sufi 

order and key local leaders, Abdülhamid supported the Sanusiyya order as it extended its 

reach into central Africa. This order played a crucial role in defending Ottoman interests 

against growing Italian ambitions in Libya and safeguarding the Hejaz. Abdülhamid’s reign 

was further complicated by events in Sudan, Yemen, and Arabia, which cast doubt on his 

Islamic legitimacy. In Sudan, a millenarian movement led by Muhammad Ahmad al-Mahdi 

emerged, denouncing the corrupt regimes of both Cairo and Istanbul, and declared jihad 

against Egyptian occupation. The movement persisted until the British conquest of Sudan 

in 1898. In Yemen, the Ottomans’ attempts to reassert control faced resistance from the 

 
11 François Georgeon, Abdülhamid II: Le sultan calife (1876–1909) (Paris: Fayard, 2003), 232, 335–38. 
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Zaydi Shi’i imam, turning into a prolonged conflict between two Muslim rulers with 

competing claims to Islamic legitimacy.12  

The Hejaz remained a vital region due to the Ottoman sultans' role as protectors of 

the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina, which anchored their claim to legitimacy. While 

Ottoman reforms were not fully applied in the Hejaz, growing European influence, 

especially through the Suez Canal, threatened Abdülhamid's control. In response, 

Abdülhamid sent trusted officials and made strategic infrastructural improvements, using a 

blend of diplomacy and symbolic politics to maintain his authority. Externally, European 

influence penetrated the empire not only economically but also culturally, as seen through 

the proliferation of foreign-run schools by the 1890s. In response, Abdülhamid expanded 

Ottoman state schools and promoted Sunni Islam, using his authority to counterbalance 

these foreign influences.13  

An in-depth evaluation of Abdülhamid II's reign necessitates examining several key 

aspects of his policies: centralization, emphasis on Islam, reform achievements, foreign 

policy, and the inherent tension between rationalization and autocracy. Upon assuming 

power, Abdülhamid made it clear that he intended to govern not in the manner of his father, 

Abdülmecid, but following the model of his grandfather, Mahmud II.14 Starting from 1889, 

 
12 See: Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 1991), 284; William L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East, 4th ed. 

(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2009), 102, 117–18; Georgeon, Abdülhamid II, 229-231.  

13 Benjamin C. Fortna, Imperial Classroom: Islam, the State, and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 77–78.; see also: Selçuk Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public 

Education in the Ottoman Empire, 1839–1908: Islamization, Autocracy, and Discipline (Leiden: Brill, 2001). 

14 Carter Vaughn Findley, Bureaucratic Reform in the Ottoman Empire: The Sublime Porte, 1789–1922 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), 221. 
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constitutionalist opposition began to resurface. By the final years of Abdülhamid's rule, the 

Young Turks had grown sufficiently powerful to instigate the Revolution of 1908. This 

decisive shift in the locus of power under Abdülhamid stands in stark contrast not only to 

the bureaucratic dominance of the Tanzimat period but also to the constitutional 

frameworks of both 1876 and 1908. 

Multiple assassination attempts against Abdülhamid were thwarted, notably in 1896 

and 1905. As time progressed, he became increasingly reclusive, limiting his public 

appearances to essential events like the Friday noon prayers. While he extended patronage 

to Sufi shaykhs across the empire, he maintained strict control over the official ulema. 

Abdülhamid II inherited extensive legitimate powers by law, deeply rooted in 

Islamic political thought and Turkic traditions of statecraft. These included the Turko-

Mongol notions of sovereign legislative authority and the concept of authoritarian kingship. 

Faced with political realities that often diverged from Islamic ideals, Muslim thinkers had, 

long before the Ottoman era, reconciled themselves with the necessity of authoritarian rule. 

Figures like Abu al-Huda contended that these traditions were fully compatible with 

Islamic principles. Consequently, Abdülhamid could confidently invoke Qur'anic 

injunctions such as "Obey God and His Messenger and those in authority among you" 

(Qur'an 4:59), a verse prominently embroidered on the regimental banners of the military 

academy. 

The 1876 constitution, particularly Article 7, enumerated some of the sultan's 

powers but did not define them exhaustively. This omission reflects both the urgency under 

which the constitution was drafted and the sacrosanct aura that still surrounded the 
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sultanate for many Ottomans.15 The notion of the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of Islam was 

further solidified by the 1774 Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca, which effectively provided 

international recognition of this claim. By the 19th century, with most Muslims living 

under European colonial rule, the idea of an independent Muslim ruler championing the 

global Muslim community held significant appeal. Technological advancements in 

transportation and communication enhanced the perception of a unified Islamic world, 

prompting intellectuals like Namık Kemal in the 1870s to advocate for Islamic unity 

(ittihad-ı İslam).16 European powers grew increasingly concerned about the perceived 

threat of pan-Islamism, with the British especially promoting the idea of an Arab caliphate 

as a countermeasure. Despite these efforts, Abdülhamid remained the effective caliph in the 

eyes of many Muslims. 

While cautious in safeguarding Ottoman interests, Abdülhamid had limited financial 

means for expansive pan-Islamic endeavors. Nonetheless, within the empire, he 

significantly advanced Islamic priorities by mobilizing resources from the Privy Treasury. 

He hosted influential religious figures at his court, such as Libyan Shaykh Zafir al-Madani 

of the Shadhili order (to which he himself adhered), Syrian Shaykh al-Sayyadi of the Rifa'i 

order, and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, a prominent Islamic publicist and advocate for unity. 

Even during times when the state treasury struggled to pay government salaries 

 
15 Carter Vaughn Findley, The Turks in World History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 31–32, 

47–48, 123–26, 167, 230–32; see also Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the 

Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire, 1876–1909 (London: I.B. Tauris, 1998). 

16 Kemal H. Karpat, The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and Community in the 

Late Ottoman State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 121, 176–82, 241–75; Georgeon, Abdülhamid 

II, 192–212. 
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consistently, Abdülhamid provided his supporters with additional stipends from the Privy 

Treasury, ensuring regular payments in gold. He bestowed honors and decorations upon 

provincial notables and sponsored publications that promoted the caliphate. 

For Abdülhamid, the empire's survival hinged on four foundational elements: Islam, 

the dynasty, Istanbul as the capital, and the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. These 

components, historically essential, remained vital within the context of Ottoman modernity. 

The most significant manifestation of this belief was the construction of the Hejaz Railway 

between 1900 and 1908. Funded by contributions from Muslims worldwide, the railway 

aimed to strengthen the connection between Istanbul and Mecca, stimulate economic 

development in the regions it traversed, and primarily serve the needs of Muslim pilgrims.17 

Following the territorial losses of 1878, which shifted the empire's focus from the 

Balkans to Anatolia and the Arab lands, Ottoman policymakers adjusted their priorities 

accordingly. The significance of the Arab provinces increased, and in some regions, local 

administration resembled a form of internal colonization, aimed at transforming these areas 

into stable, integrated, and prosperous parts of the empire. This was especially true in parts 

of geographic Syria, encompassing modern-day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Israel. The 

1871 Provincial Administration Law provided a framework for extending state control to 

the periphery.18 Equally important was the 1858 Ottoman Land Law, alongside 

 
17 William Ochsenwald, Religion, Society, and the State in Arabia: The Hijaz under Ottoman Control, 1840–

1908 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1984), 153–227; Karpat, Politicization, 241–57; Georgeon, 

Abdülhamid II, 203-207; see also: William Ochsenwald, The Hijaz Railroad (Charlottesville: University Press 

of Virginia, 1980). 

18 Eugene L. Rogan, Frontiers of the State in the Late Ottoman Empire: Transjordan, 1850–1921 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 48. 
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government-led initiatives such as the construction of telegraph lines, railways, public 

buildings, and refugee resettlement programs. As Istanbul's capacity to appoint competent 

provincial officials grew, the political influence of local notables continued to evolve. 

These notables, often from the upper ranks of the emerging propertied middle class, 

increased their power through connections with lower social strata, though this also 

heightened the risk of factional discord. 

In the context of modernity, which is often characterized by a tension between 

rationalization and individual subjectivity, Abdülhamid II’s reign exemplified this dynamic. 

His centralizing efforts magnified this tension, using rationalizing processes as instruments 

of control. This tension became a defining feature of his rule, highlighting the complexities 

of modernizing autocracy and ensuring that no future reign would mirror his. 

The 1876 constitution had placed the sultan above the law, a position Abdülhamid 

solidified by suspending the constitution shortly after its implementation. During the 1880s, 

he faced little elite opposition, but both before and after that decade, resistance was more 

pronounced (Findley, Civil, 311–33, 343–69; Pamuk, Prices, 451–68; Pamuk, Istanbul, 3–

18).19 One of the key flaws in Abdülhamid’s strategy of elite formation was that the 

individuals he cultivated developed greater loyalty to the new ideas they encountered than 

to the sultan himself. This tension between modernity’s rationalization and the 

subjectivities it fostered was particularly evident in the ideological divide between the 

Young Turks and their predecessors, the Young Ottomans. While the Young Ottomans 

 
19 Carter Vaughn Findley, Ottoman Civil Officialdom: A Social History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1989), 311–33, 343–69 
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were influenced by European Enlightenment and Romantic thought, the Young Turks also 

drew from emerging social sciences, such as sociology and psychology. However, the most 

striking ideological difference was the Young Turks’ lack of religious engagement. Unlike 

the Young Ottomans, who were deeply connected to Islamic thought, the Young Turks 

viewed Islam primarily as a tool for mass mobilization, while adhering to a fundamentally 

secular worldview. 

The Young Turks navigated a delicate balance between internal ethnic uprisings and 

external foreign interventions, both of which posed significant threats to the survival of the 

Ottoman Empire. Rather than seeking to dismantle the sultanate, they aimed to reform it. 

Their goal was to reinstate the 1876 constitution, not out of liberal ideals, but because they 

viewed it as emblematic of the kind of revitalization seen in Japan following the 1868 Meiji 

Restoration. The Young Turks were both conservative and elitist, favoring a top-down 

approach to governance. However, the Anatolian revolts revealed that even more 

conservative elements within the Turkish populace would not tolerate continued 

oppression. The secular ideology of the Young Turks created a significant divide between 

them and the conservative middle class, though they attempted to bridge this gap by 

appealing to Islam. The same civil and military elites responsible for the 1908 revolution 

remained in power, governing Turkey until 1950. The guardian role of the Committee of 

Union and Progress (CUP), and later the Turkish military leadership, became a defining 

feature of Turkish politics for decades to come. 

Abdülhamid's Islamic policies were designed to appeal to conservative Muslims; 

however, by 1905-1907, even this group had risen in protest, particularly over taxation. 

Unlike the modernist intelligentsia, who used print media as their primary platform for 
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expression, conservative Muslims found their voice through movements, notably the 

Khalidiyya-Naqshbandiyya order. For Ottoman religious leaders, the Naqshbandis served 

as crucial allies in the fight against both complacent Sufi orders and more radical Islamic 

movements, such as the Yemeni Zaydis and Arabian Wahhabis, both of whom questioned 

the Ottomans' religious authority. During Abdülhamid's reign, the two distinct currents that 

would come to define Ottoman and modern Turkish history became increasingly distinct. 

The Hamidian period witnessed a clearer differentiation between the secular intellectuals, 

who expressed their ideas through print media, and conservative Muslims, who found their 

outlet in religious movements like the Khalidiyya. These two forces, at times competing 

and at other times converging, would significantly influence the future trajectory of 

Ottoman and Turkish history. During the reign of Abdülhamid II, the Ottoman Empire 

oscillated between periods of constitutionalism (1876–1878), autocracy (1878–1908), and a 

return to constitutionalism in 1908. Abdülhamid’s capacity to consolidate power within the 

palace was a testament to both his personal resolve and the extensive authority he wielded, 

as well as the fragile foundation of constitutional governance in the empire. His legacy as a 

modernizing autocrat ruling over a multi-ethnic empire, beset by both nationalist separatism 

and European imperialism, was inherently contentious. While he was vilified by European 

powers and domestic critics, he was simultaneously revered by many Muslims across the 

globe as both caliph and benefactor, a status rooted in legitimate reasons. 

Ottoman society during Abdülhamid’s reign underwent significant transformations, 

particularly due to migration, including an influx of Muslim refugees, and the broader 

impact of modernity on personal identity, familial relations, and class structures. The 

expansion of print media further broadened the space for public discourse, offering new 
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perspectives on these societal shifts. Abdülhamid’s autocratic governance intensified the 

modern tension between rationalization and individual subjectivity, a dynamic that shaped 

the experiences of both ruler and subjects. While he employed the tools of modern 

governance to tighten his control, many subjects channeled their responses into ostensibly 

non-political realms, such as social commentary and local issues. The Hamidian era was 

also critical for the emergence of a conservative, propertied Ottoman Muslim middle class. 

In the long run, their religiously grounded worldview ensured that any perceived triumph of 

secularism became part of an ongoing dialogue between competing approaches to 

modernity. 

 

D. Sultan Abdülhamid II and Sufi Influence 

In the Ottoman Empire of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, key 

questions confronting the political elite revolved primarily around the survival of the state 

in the face of external pressures and internal centrifugal forces. For Sultan Abdülhamid II, 

the solution revolved around a consolidation and a re-affirmation on the dual role of the 

sultan-caliph, tapping into various social forces to legitimize this message, including Sufi 

institutions, particularly in the Empire’s Arabic speaking provinces. Sufi brotherhoods or 

tariqas played an essential role in the religious and social life of the Ottoman Empire, with 

Sufism’s influence extending to the political sphere as well. The Sufi orders were more 

than just spiritual organizations; they were social institutions deeply intertwined with the 

everyday lives of the Ottoman people. These orders provided social services, education, 

and religious guidance, creating a bridge between the spiritual and temporal worlds. They 

also functioned as networks of loyalty and support for the Ottoman sultans, who patronized 
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various Sufi leaders and institutions to reinforce their legitimacy and political power. This 

symbiotic relationship between the state and the Sufi orders helped to sustain the Ottoman 

polity through various challenges, both internal and external. 

Abdülhamid II stands out in this regard. Abdülhamid II harnessed the influence of 

Sufi shaykhs to bolster his rule, presenting himself not only as the political leader of the 

Ottoman Empire but also as the spiritual guardian of Islam. This dual role as sultan-caliph 

was crucial in an era when the empire faced immense pressures from rising nationalist 

movements and the encroaching powers of European colonialism. Abdülhamid's utilization 

of Sufism can be seen in his close relationships with prominent Sufi leaders such as Abū al-

Hudā al-Ṣayyādī and Shaykh Zāfir al-Madanī. These relationships were not merely 

superficial alliances but were rooted both in political expediency as well as in a shared 

vision of an Islamic state unified under the sultan-caliph. Abdülhamid aimed to strengthen 

the Islamic character of the state and leveraged Sufi networks to disseminate his message 

and consolidate his authority.  

The Sufi orders played a crucial role in promoting Ottoman legitimacy, especially 

during the reign of Abdülhamid II. The close association of the Ottoman ruling elite with 

prominent Sufi orders facilitated the development of a legitimizing discourse rooted in Sufi 

principles. This vision of the caliphate, advanced by Sufis, was uniquely suited to the needs 

of the rising Ottoman Empire, which sought to forge its own identity within the broader 

Islamicate world. The Ottoman caliphate evolved into a powerful foundational myth, 

enriched by a syncretic fusion of popular imagery and formal Islamic teachings. It became 

the defining mantra of Ottoman imperial ideology, continuously adapted to changing 

political configurations and confessional expressions. This distinctive Ottoman conception 
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of the caliphate, informed by Sufi thought and rooted in a blend of tradition and innovation, 

is central to understanding the dynamics of Sultan Abdülhamid II's rule and his efforts to 

assert his authority as both Sultan and Caliph. 

 

E. Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī: A Pillar of Hamidian Ideology 

Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī was a key figure in supporting Sultan Abdülhamid II’s 

vision. Along with other notable Sufi figures from the Arab provinces, Abū al-Hudā played 

a crucial role in efforts to promote the sultan-caliph's legitimacy as part of an effort to 

strengthen the state. On the political level, his writings emphasized the theological and 

ultimately metaphysical basis of the duty of obedience to the sultan-caliph, something that 

was often infused into his writings but also a topic he wrote about directly, most famously 

in his treatise titled Da’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ20. His political 

activities represented a practical manifestation of these beliefs, particularly as it relates to 

his patronage of pro-Ottoman periodicals and his network of followers and like-minded 

individuals. Even Abū al-Hudā’s non-political treatises often  served to promote messages 

which, if not directly supportive of the Ottoman state and Abdülhamid as sultan-caliph, 

addressed topics and issues of relevance to the unique challenges of the period. Treatises 

such as Ḥadīqat al-maʿānī fī ḥaqīqat al-raḥm al-insānī and Ḥadīqat al-Bayān, for example, 

articulated a comprehensive vision of what can best be described as an Islamic universalism 

that emphasized the unity of humanity rooted in the shared ancestry of Adam, and the 

 
20 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Dā’i al-Rashād lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ (Istanbul: al-Matba’a al-

Sutaniyya, c. 1880). 
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divine imperative to uphold justice and dignity for all. This of course, offered an alternative 

to the rising tide of nationalistic ideas circulating amongst the Ottoman Empire’s diverse 

communities, including among its Arabic-speaking subjects. Nationalism posed a 

significant challenge to the empire's territorial integrity and socio-political stability. 

Intellectuals like George Antonius have argued that Arab nationalism emerged as a 

response to Ottoman centralization and European colonial pressures.21 However, this is 

ultimately a complex issue and contested by those who argue that nationalism was not 

merely a reaction to external pressures but also a product of internal socio-political 

transformations.22 What is important for our purposes is that it represented a major issue 

which Abū al-Hudā sought to address through ideas rooted in a traditional Islamic 

epistemological framework.  

As will be explored in detail, Abū al-Hudā’s presentation of a universalistic 

perspective was rooted in a framework built on Islamic theological and metaphysical 

concepts that provided an ability to argue that all human beings, regardless of their ethnic 

or religious backgrounds, share a common ancestry and are bound by a universal kinship. 

Based on Qur’anic injunctions, Abū al-Hudā emphasized that diversity is a manifestation of 

divine wisdom and that upholding human dignity is a religious obligation. By situating his 

critique of nationalistic ideas in religiously rooted concepts, Abū al-Hudā provided an 

alternative form of governance and social relations based on a cosmic imperative that 

 
21 See: George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement (London: Hamish 

Hamilton, 1938) 

22 See: Karpat, The Politicization of Islam. 
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centered human dignity and humanity’s shared heritage. Based on this Islamic 

universalism, Abū al-Hudā argued to the effect that nationalism, was driven by egoism and 

territorial ambitions and served to undermine the universal bonds among humans 

established by God. Nationalism, in his view, fostered division and strife, disrupting the 

natural order and cosmic balance. He equated the idolization of national identity with the 

worship of created entities, positioning nationalism as a significant threat to the divine 

order of humanity. 

 

F. Source and Chapter Outlines 

 At the time of writing, the world was in the grips of the early days of the Covid 19 

pandemic making access to source material challenging to say the least. As things began to 

open up in July of 2020, while I was still in Istanbul, I spent as much time as I could 

pouring over manuscripts in the various libraries around the city in an effort to locate 

versions that were not available through various digital depositories. Out of Abū al-Hudā's 

two hundred plus publications, I was able to acquire approximately fifty. The core of the 

dissertation is based off only a handful of these publications, however, it goes without 

saying that access to further publications would undoubtedly aid in developing a richer 

historical texture. Other resources, such as contemporaneous journal articles were, 

thankfully, more readily available via digital sources.  

 The chapters in this dissertation are organized around the intricate interplay between 

Sufism, Islamic intellectual history, and political dynamics within the Ottoman Empire, 

particularly during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, with a particular focus on the 

roles of key figures like Abū al-Hudā and Sultan Abdülhamid II, examining how their ideas 
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and actions influenced the broader socio-political landscape. The study also investigates the 

rise of nationalism, the concept of Islamic universalism, and the theological underpinnings 

that shaped the Ottoman Empire's approach to diversity and governance. 

 Chapter Two explores the historiographical approaches to the period known as the 

‘Age of Islamic Reform’ (1798-1939), primarily through the lens of Albert Hourani’s 

influential work, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age. It discusses how historiography has 

traditionally focused on reformist and modernist thinkers like Muḥammad ʿAbduh and 

Rāshid Riḍā, often neglecting conservative figures and traditional frameworks. It critiques 

the prevailing narrative of modernity as a linear progression influenced by European ideas, 

arguing for a more nuanced understanding that includes the interaction between 

conservative and reformist thought within the Islamic tradition. It highlights recent 

scholarly efforts to reframe this period, acknowledging the contributions of conservative 

thinkers and the dynamic interplay of tradition and reform. Moreover, it examines Sufism 

as a prominent manifestation of Islamic spirituality and its intricate relationship with the 

broader Islamic tradition and discusses the dichotomy between conservative and reformist 

approaches within Sufism, particularly in the context of the late Ottoman period. 

Importantly, this chapter also highlights the role of conservative Arab religious figures, 

notably Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, in supporting Sultan Abdülhamid II. 

 Chapter Three seeks to situate Abū al-Hudā’s life and thought in the context of the 

complexities of the late Ottoman period. His rise from a traditional religious background to 

a significant political and intellectual figure, his engagement with modern scientific 

developments, and his defense of Sunni orthodoxy challenge the simplistic conservative-

reformer dichotomy. The chapter examines Abū al-Huda’s early life in Syria, his early 
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education in various Islamic sciences and his affiliation with prominent Sufi figures 

facilitated his rise within the Ottoman religious hierarchy. It also explores Abū al-Hudā’s 

career in Ottoman officialdom, his alignment with conservative circles and his charisma 

helped him form close ties with influential figures in Istanbul, particularly during the 

politically turbulent 1870s, marked by debates over Ottoman identity and reform. It then 

dives into Abū al-Hudā’s thought on a number of issues of religious import during the 

period including the idea of saintly miracles (karamāt), Ijtihād and Taqlīd, as well as the 

relationship between rationality and modern science and traditional Islamic theology. 

 Chapter Four explores political context of Abdülhamid II’s reign, emphasizing the 

role of the Caliphate and the rise of Ottoman conservatism. It examines the symbolic and 

practical measures taken to reinforce Ottoman unity and legitimacy, particularly through 

education and the influence of Sufi orders. It reflects on the emergence of Ottoman 

conservatism and the 'invention' of tradition as critical aspects of the late 19th-century 

Ottoman political landscape and discusses the division between Tanzimat supporters and 

traditionalists, the influence of Mahmud Nedim Pasha’s ideas, and the broader implications 

of Ottoman conservatism under Abdülhamid II. It goes on to provide an examination of 

Abdülhamid’s personal religiosity and its impact on his rule. It discusses his Sufi 

affiliations, the role of religion in shaping Ottoman identity, and his Euro-skeptic 

viewpoint. The section highlights the importance of unity among Ottoman Muslims, the 

relationship between Sufi orders and the Ottoman state, and the promotion of loyalty to the 

Sultan-Caliph. It also explores the contributions of figures like Abū al-Hudā in reinforcing 

Sunni orthodoxy and Ottoman legitimacy.  
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 Chapter Five examines Abū al-Hudā’s key role in promoting the image of the 

sultan-caliph and rallying Muslims around the Ottoman state. In the process, it explores 

how Abū al-Hudā’s associates in Egypt founded and contributed to periodicals that 

supported the Ottoman Empire against foreign aggression and promoted loyalty to the 

sultan-caliph. These publications, backed by Abū al-Hudā, played a significant role in 

disseminating pro-Ottoman sentiments and countering opposition. Although Abū al-Hudā 

used these outlets for both personal and political purposes, their primary significance lay in 

advancing an imperial narrative supported by the Hamidian court and propagated through 

Sufi shaykhs like Abū al-Hudā. This is followed by an important, albeit brief, discussion of 

the Ottoman conception of the caliphate. Based primarily on Hüseyin Yilmaz’s argument in 

Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought that the Ottoman 

caliphate was ideologically constructed through interactions with Sufism, the discussion 

centres around this unique synthesis of Sufi principles and imperial needs that was central 

to the legitimacy and identity of the Ottoman caliphate. The chapter concludes with an in-

depth look at Abū al-Hudā’s influential booklet, Dā’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-

Inqiyāḍ in which he presents arguments for the obligation of allegiance to the sultan-caliph. 

The treatise emphasized the caliphal office's cosmic and religious significance within Sunni 

Islam, asserting that obedience to the sultan-caliph was akin to obedience to the Prophet 

and God. His arguments reflected the Hamidian court's official view and emphasized the 

spiritual bond between the sultan-caliph and his Muslim subjects as essential for the 

empire's and Muslim community's survival. 

 Chapter Six explores the expression of an Islamic universalism through two 

complimentary works authored by Abū al-Hudā. "Hadīqat al-Maʿānī" and "Hadīqat al-
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Bayān," articulated an Islamic universalism rooted in classical Islamic thought and Sufi 

theology. While there is no evidence to suggest that these writings are reflective of any 

particular official Ottoman court position, they nonetheless express concepts and ideas that 

would religious legitimation to the governance of a multi-religious, multi-ethnic empire. An 

important context, of course, to the ideas being expressed by Abū al-Hudā in these writings 

is the rise of nationalistic ideas as a threat to the Empire’s territorial and social integrity. 

The ruling class recognized this challenge and sought to centralize authority to counter 

fragmentation. Sultan Abdülhamid II emphasized the Islamic character of the state, 

positioning the Sultan-Caliph as a central figure to unify the Empire's diverse subjects. In 

these works, Abū al-Hudā deploys theologically-rooted arguments that promote pluralistic 

vision that affirmed diversity within the unity of creation, critiquing nationalist ideologies 

for undermining this divine plan. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

 ABŪ AL-HUDĀ AL-ṢAYYĀDĪ AND THE  

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE ‘AGE OF REFORM’ 
 

A. Introduction 

 The intellectual history of the late 19th and early 20th centuries in the Middle East 

has long been shaped by the historiographical emphasis on reformist and modernist 

thinkers. Figures such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī are frequently 

heralded as intellectual pioneers who sought to reconcile Islamic thought with Western 

modernity. Their efforts, framed as progressive responses to the social and political 

challenges of European colonialism, have often been portrayed as the primary force driving 

the modernization of the Middle East. The scholarship of prominent historians, including 

the likes of Albert Hourani and H.A.R. Gibb, has been instrumental in constructing this 

narrative, which situates reformist intellectuals at the center of the modern Middle Eastern 

historical landscape. 

 Regardless of the significant contributions to the historical record, this 

historiographical trend, however, has had a significant, and arguably distorting, impact on 

our understanding of the intellectual developments of this period. By focusing almost 

exclusively on thinkers who embraced aspects of Western modernity, traditional or 

conservative scholars who engaged with modernity in different ways have largely been 

overlooked or dismissed as reactionary. As Albert Hourani himself acknowledged in the 

preface to the 1983 edition of Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, his work, like many 

others, concentrated too heavily on figures who accepted ideas from Europe, while 
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neglecting those who operated within more traditional intellectual frameworks.23 This 

selective focus has created an incomplete picture of Islamic intellectual history, one that 

fails to account for the diversity of responses to the profound social, political, and cultural 

changes occurring in the late Ottoman Empire. 

 As part of the broader objective of this dissertation that seeks to address this 

historiographical gap by examining the role of conservative Islamic thinkers during the 

reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1908) via the life and works of Abū al-Hudā al-

Ṣayyādī. This chapter seeks to problematize the dominant historiographical trends in the 

intellectual history of the Modern Middle East and represents an important foundation to 

the dissertation’s overall project by providing a justification for shifting our attention away 

from the well-studied reformist intellectuals and toward conservative figures who operated 

within traditional frameworks, thus offering a more nuanced and comprehensive 

understanding of Islamic thought in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As will be 

demonstrated throughout the dissertation, al-Ṣayyādī’s life, his intellectual contributions, 

and his role in shaping Ottoman political and religious policy during this period offers 

critical insights into the ways in which Islamic conservatism interacted with modernity, 

often in ways that challenge the reformist/conservative binary. Figures such Abū al-Hudā 

al-Ṣayyādī, who were deeply engaged in political and intellectual debates yet operated 

within more traditional and conservative frameworks, offer a valuable counterpoint to the 

dominant narrative of Islamic modernization. By bringing these figures into focus, this 

 
23 Hourani, Arabic Thought, ix.  
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study challenges the assumption that Islamic conservatism was inherently opposed to 

modernity or that it was simply a reactionary force standing in the way of progress. 

 As part of the overall dissertation’s effort to contribute to the broader 

historiographical debate surrounding the relationship between Islam and modernity, this 

chapter also seeks to problematizes the historiographical record as it relates to this 

relationship. Scholars such as Ahmed Dallal24 and Marwa Elshakry have highlighted the 

need for a more nuanced understanding of how Islamic intellectuals engaged with modern 

ideas, often challenging the assumption that reform and renewal were synonymous with 

Westernization. Work done by Dallal and Elshakry25, among others, which reexamines the 

intellectual responses of Islamic scholars to the profound changes brought by European 

colonialism and technological advancements, has opened new avenues for understanding 

Islamic intellectual history beyond the simplistic dichotomy of reform versus conservatism. 

In a sense, this dissertation seeks to build on these more recent contributions by exploring 

how conservatives engaged with modernity in ways that maintained their fidelity to 

traditional Islamic frameworks while addressing the political and social challenges of their 

age.  

 As will be outlined in the proceeding chapter, While earlier scholarship often 

framed modernity as a Western construct that was imposed on or adopted by the Muslim 

world, recent studies have emphasized the agency of Muslim intellectuals in shaping their 

 
24 See: Ahmed Dallal, Islam without Europe: Traditions of Reform in Eighteenth-Century Islamic Thought 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2018). 

25 See: Marwa Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860–1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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own responses to modernity. Scholars like Ahmed Dallal have argued that Islamic reform 

and renewal (taṣlīḥ and tajdīd) have long been part of the Islamic intellectual tradition, 

predating the encounter with European colonialism. Ultimately, the dissertation as a whole 

seeks to build on this line of inquiry by exploring how conservative Islamic thinkers 

participated in this tradition of reform and renewal, even as they resisted aspects of Western 

modernity. The proceeding chapter forms a key element of the overall objective of the 

dissertation by challenging the foundations on which the prevailing historiographical 

narratives rest.  

 In addition to reevaluating the role of conservative thinkers in the intellectual 

history of the period, this chapter also addresses the broader political context in which these 

intellectual debates took place. The late 19th century was a period of profound political 

transformation for the Ottoman Empire, as it struggled to maintain its territorial integrity in 

the face of European imperialism and internal nationalist movements. Sultan Abdülhamid II 

is often portrayed as a reactionary autocrat who sought to suppress reformist movements 

and centralize power. However, as this chapter argues, Abdülhamid’s reign was also 

characterized by a complex engagement with modernity, particularly through his 

relationship with figures like Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī. Abdülhamid’s pan-Islamic outreach, 

his efforts to strengthen the role of the Sultan-Caliph, and maintain the empire’s Islamic 

identity were deeply intertwined with the intellectual contributions of conservative 

scholars, whose influence extended beyond the borders of the empire. Finally, this chapter 

considers the implications of the historiographical bias toward reformist thought for our 

understanding of the broader intellectual history of the modern Middle East. By privileging 

figures like ʿAbduh and Riḍā, scholars have often overlooked the rich intellectual traditions 
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that were sustained by conservative thinkers and movements. This chapter seeks to redress 

this imbalance by highlighting the importance of figures like Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī 

whose contributions to the intellectual and political life of the late Ottoman Empire were 

significant but have been largely neglected in previous scholarship. 

 The scope of this chapter is focused on the historiographical trends in the study of 

Islamic reform and conservatism during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, with a 

specific emphasis on the life and work of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī. The chapter aims to 

challenge the dominant narrative that privileges reformist thought while marginalizing 

conservative intellectual currents. In doing so, it contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of the intellectual landscape of the late Ottoman Empire and opens a space 

that facilitates the study of a figure such as Abū al-Hudā. As will be outlined in the 

proceeding chapter,  much of the existing scholarship on the intellectual history of the late 

Ottoman Empire has been shaped by reformist perspectives, and many of the primary 

sources related to figures like Abū al-Hudā have been either overlooked or misinterpreted 

in previous studies. Ultimately, this chapter seeks to address the historiographical 

imbalance that has shaped the study of Islamic thought during the 'Age of Islamic Reform.' 

The study as a whole represents a humble attempt to address this imbalance. By focusing 

on the contributions of conservatives such Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī it challenges the 

dominant narrative that has privileged reformist intellectuals while neglecting the rich 

intellectual traditions that were sustained by conservative scholars and aims to provide a 

more nuanced understanding of the intellectual landscape of the late Ottoman Empire and 

its broader implications for the history of Islamic thought in the modern Middle East. 
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B. A Historiography of the ‘Age of Islamic Reform’  

The study of any period is naturally accompanied by certain dominant 

characteristics and assumptions that serve as guideposts to historical phenomenon. The 

period that this dissertation refers to as the ‘Age of Islamic Reform’ roughly aligns with 

Albert Hourani’s periodization in his Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age: 1798-1939, a 

period that also generally corresponds to the preponderant periodization of the history of 

the modern Middle East. The historiographical record has demonstrated a strong tendency 

to focus on thinkers and movements associated reformist and modernist ideas. As touched 

upon in the introduction, Albert Hourani himself acknowledged as much in the preface to 

the 1983 edition of Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age pointing out that: 

Side by side grew up another […] kind of intellectual history, such as I tried to write 

in my earlier book, Arabic Though in the Liberal Age. I would not write it now in the 

same way. It looked too exclusively, I now think, at those movements of thought 

which accepted ideas coming from Europe, and it saw those movements as embodied 

in a line of individual thinkers who seemed to be particularly important, or at least to 

be representative of important strands of thought. Those of us who wrote in this way 

tended to neglect other thinkers who did not accept ideas coming from Europe, or 

who, if they accepted them, tried to incorporate them within a framework of thought 

which still relied on traditional categories and methods.26  

 

From Hourani’s Liberal Age to the countless studies on the life and works of Muslim 

reformists such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh, Rāshid Riḍā, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī and ʿAbd al-

Rahmān al-Kawākibī, the scales of modern Islamic intellectual historiography – and the 

history of the modern Middle East for that matter – have been weighted heavily in favour of 

the reformist/modernist phenomenon. In large part, this appears to stem from prevalent 

 
26 Hourani, Arabic Thought, vii-ix. See also: Albert Hourani, “How Should we Write the History of the 

Middle East?”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 23 (1991): 125-136.  
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historiographical assumptions regarding modernity and the nature of progress, and the 

inevitable magnetism of what, at first glance, appear to represent clear breaks from 

traditional modes. In the introduction to Scholars, Saints, and Sufis: Muslim Religious 

Institutions in the Middle East since 1500 Nikke R. Keddie argues that the emphasis on 

Islamic modernists is reasonable and, to some extent, justifiable. Since historians primarily 

examine historical change, it is natural for them to focus on figures who promote 

transformation and seem to lead new social and intellectual movements, rather than on 

those who, at least initially, appear to be maintaining established traditions in conventional 

ways.27 

Despite the fact that five decades have now passed since the above passage was 

written, to a large extent, it continues to reflect the dominant approach to the study history 

of the modern Middle East as well as the history of Islamic thought, at least as it concerns 

academic works in English. Much of this work, particularly as it relates to intellectual 

history, has, as discussed, focused on reformist thought and has arguably been shaped by a 

understanding of the relationship between Islam and modernity that posits them as 

representative strands of dichotomous yet paradoxically interrelated historical forces.28 

Thus, it is no surprise that intellectual history in particular, has, more often than not 

repeatedly turned to a limited set of figures who have been deemed to have positively 

engaged with the process of modernization.  

 
27 See: Nikki R. Keddie, "Introduction," in Scholars, Saints, and Sufis: Muslim Religious Institutions in the 

Middle East since 1500, ed. Nikki R. Keddie (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), 1–17.  

28 See: Armando Salvatore, Islam and the Political Discourse of Modernity (Berkshire: Ithaca Press, 1997). 
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 In 1933, Charles Adams published his Islam and Modernism in Egypt: A Study of 

the Modern Reform Movement Inaugurated by Muḥammad ʿAbduh29, inaugurating nearly a 

century’s worth of studies on Islamic reform in the 19th and early 20th century Middle East. 

Figures deemed to have been opponents of ʿAbduh and his successors were more often than 

not considered as reactionary or 'backwards-looking'. As Marwa Elshakry so aptly put it in 

her Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950, “In the view of the hagiographers and 

revisionists, ʿAbduh was a solitary voice of reason and 'liberalism' standing against a tide of 

overwhelming reactionary opposition.”30 The trend inaugurated by Adams was continued 

by H.A.R Gibb with the publication of his seminal Modern Trends in Islam31, and by his 

student Malcolm Kerr with his Islamic Reform: The Political and Legal Theories of 

Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Rāshid Riḍā32, published in 1947 and 1966 respectively. Both 

Gibb and Kerr were primarily interested in exploring what had come to be seen as the 

modern intellectual revolution in the Muslim world and the tension, often presented as 

inherent, between Islam and modernity. 

 Albert Hourani altered the terms of the debate substantially with the 1962 

publication of his Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age. Through an extensive study of 

political and social thought in the Arab speaking Middle East covering a one hundred and 

 
29 See: Charles C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt: A Study of the Modern Reform Movement 

Inaugurated by Muḥammad 'Abduh (London: Oxford University Press, 1933) 

30 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 203. 

31 See: H. A. R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1975). 

32 See: Malcolm H. Kerr, The Political and Legal Theories of Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida (Berkeley: 

University of Chicago Press, 1966).  
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fifty year period starting with Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt up to the eve of the Second 

World War, Hourani conducted his analysis based on what he understood to be the 

'conscious assimilation' of Arab and Muslim thinkers to modernity. In other words, Hourani 

focused almost exclusively on thinkers who sought to incorporate political and social ideas 

coming from Europe. Even before Hourani, Orientalist scholars tended to privilege 

modernist Muslim thinkers in the Ottoman Empire such as ʿAbduh and Riḍā largely on the 

basis that intellectual activity in the Middle East had emerged from a long period of 

stagnancy and anti-intellectualism in Muslim thought in the wake of the promulgation of 

Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī’s (d.1111) Tahāfut al-Falāsifah33. In recent decades, academic 

literature has made some significant strides in the study of Islam’s philosophical, scientific 

and general intellectual heritage that have moved the field away from long held 

assumptions regarding the decline of intellectual activity in general and philosophical and 

scientific thinking in particular in the post-Ghazālian era.34 However, the intellectual 

decline thesis, broadly understood, remains potent and often still informs the narrative arc 

about the state of intellectual and institutional developments in the Muslim world in the 

post-classical period. The privileging of reformist and modernist Muslim thinkers 

represents an important consequence of the continued prevalence of the decline narrative. 

 
33 See: Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, trans. Michael E. Marmura (Utah: 

Brigham Young University Press, 1997).  

34 See: Robert Wisnovsky, “The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical Commentary in Post-Classical (ca. 

1100–1900 AD) Islamic Intellectual History: Some Preliminary Observations,” in Philosophy, Science and 

Exegesis in Greek, Arabic and Latin Commentaries, ed. Peter Adamson, Han Baltussen, and M. W. F. Stone 

(London: Institute of Classical Studies, School of Advanced Study, University of London, 2004), 149–191 & 

Khaled el-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2015). 
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Part and parcel of this privileging of modernist thought has been a tendency to either 

neglect or disregard thinkers who either openly opposed ideas coming from Europe or who 

made critical efforts to deal with them within a more traditional framework. Moreover, 

those who opposed the modernists themselves, even if they were not opposed to efforts to 

modernize the Ottoman state, were also largely neglected or misrepresented. Hourani's 

work ultimately spawned a more revisionist historiography of Islam's encounter with 

modernity that rather than seeing Islam as a victim of the overwhelming modern onslaught 

focused on what it deemed to be Islam's accommodationist tendencies. 

For most of the 20th century, the field has been dominated by studies that either 

implicitly or explicitly assume the validity of  the narrative of decline, the assumption being 

that intellectual life, in particular, suffered from a prolonged period of decline from the 12th 

to the 19th century following Islam’s so-called ‘Golden Age’. According to this narrative, 

Napoleon’s 1798 CE conquest of Egypt marked the beginnings, in earnest, of European 

engagement with Islam. Consequently, the stimulus required for the emergence of reformist 

thought was provided.  As has been discussed in some detail above, the academic literature, 

both in English and in Arabic, is replete with studies on movements embodied by key 

individuals, which have been depicted as representing the vanguard of modernity in the 

Arabic speaking Middle East. Consequently, figures more concerned with preservation and 

continuity, or simply embedded in a intellectual milieu shaped by a tradition of continuity, 

were often either neglected or considered as ‘reactionary conservatives’. Moreover, the 

traditional foundations of the ideas espoused by many reformers themselves were also often 

overlooked, which ultimately served to further dichotomize more conservative from 

reformist strands of thought. In recent years, there has been a growing awareness of this 
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problem particularly as it relates to the idea of reform and renewal (taṣlīh and tajdīd) as 

conceived from within the Islamic tradition. Ahmed Dallal’s Islam without Europe: 

Traditions of Reform in Eighteenth-Century Islamic Thought provides an illustrative 

example. Although it concerns the period prior to the ‘Age of Reform’ as considered by the 

present work, Dallal’s work relates directly to it in that his core concerns include 

demonstrating, contrary to a widely accepted view that asserts that the 18th century was one 

of political, economic, and intellectual stagnation, that revival and reform in the 18th 

century not only contributed to a vibrant intellectual horizon in several geographical milieu 

from North Africa to the Indian Subcontinent but that this reform was also not primarily a 

response to the growth of European influence and power. For Dallal: 

The reaction or response to Europe became the central criterion for defining Islamic 

reform, as is clearly stated, for example, in Albert Hourani’s introduction to his 

Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939. This approach has privileged one 

particular kind of intellectual activity, namely, that which responded to the “European 

challenge” by adapting itself to it. Such, for example, is the disproportionate interest 

in modern scholarship in the views of Egyptian historian ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti 

(1756-1825), who commented on the French in the aftermath of their occupation of 

Egypt, or in the thought of the Egyptian writer Rifā‘a al-Tahtawi (1801-73), who, 

among other things, tried to provide an Islamic rationale for Egyptian nationalism.35 

 

Nathan Spannaus’ work on Abū Naṣr Qūrṣāwī (1776-1812), Preserving Islamic 

Tradition: Abū Naṣr Qūrsāwī and the Beginnings of Modern Reformism offers another 

example of an examination of the traditional foundations for reform in the 18th century, in 

this instance amongst Muslims in the Russian Empire. Given Qūrsāwī’s milieu, Spannaus’ 

approach, rather than arguing for a reformism without European influence as Dallal has 

 
35 Dallal, Islam without Europe, 5.  
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done, includes European influence as sort of stimulus that served to guide Qūrsāwī in his 

mining of the Islamic tradition. In discussing the oft-articulated dichotomy of ‘tradition’ 

and ‘reform’, Spannaus argues that: 

Qūsāwī’s reformist project […] straddles the two sides of the dichotomy. Though 

shaped by European presence, it is indigenous in form and content. The impact of 

Russian rule does not negate the ways that Qūrsāwī fits in with other 18th-century 

reformers. This does not mean that his thought is incoherent or self-contradictory; 

rather, it means that differentiating between the two types of reformism is less 

straightforward – and there is more overlap between them – than the dichotomous 

view allows. While distinguishing the two can be analytically useful, they should be 

treated as wholly or self-evidently separate.36 

 

With regards to the the 19th century, Christian Troll’s 1978 study of Sayyid Ahmed 

Khan (1817-1898CE) provides an illustrative example of how both tradition and continuity 

have played a significant role in reformist thought. Troll’s work examines the traditional 

basis of Khan’s thought, considered to be among the pre-eminent modernist Muslim 

thinkers of the Indian Sub-continent, from which he departs towards something more easily 

identifiable as being novel.37 As it relates to the Arab Middle East, Indira Falk Gesink’s 

Islamic Reform and Conservatism: Al-Azhar and the Evolution of Modern Sunni Islam38 

represents a more recent example of the complexities of the ‘conservative’- ‘reformist’ 

dichotomy and proposes that understanding the discourse and boundaries that shaped the 

debates between conservative and reformist strands of thought is perhaps more fruitful in 

 
36 Nathan Spannaus, Preserving Islamic Tradition: Abū Nasr Qūsāwī and the Beginnings of Modern 

Reformism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 16.  

37 See: Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (New Delhi: Vikas 

Publ. House, 1978).  

38 See: Indira Falk Gesink, Islamic Reform and Conservatism: Al-Azhar and the Evolution of Modern Sunni 

Islam (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 2010).  
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bringing about a more clear picture of the historical record. As the title of her book 

suggests, it is precisely in this type of interaction that the roots of modern Sunni Islam can 

be found. In her study, Gesink emphasizes the need to explore the conservative perspective, 

which in addition to some of the historiographical biases discussed above, has often been 

neglected because of the fact that the sources most readily accessible to scholars have been 

Arabic journals and newspapers owned by intellectuals, most of whom opposed overt 

colonization but accepted to some extent the content of the European modernizing project: 

The views of reformist intellectuals [have been] passed down into the canon of 

Orientalist works on Islamic intellectual and social history, while the views of their 

opponents were put aside[…] Fascinated with modernizing reforms, historians 

ignored the writings of the reformers’ opponents and consigned their works to 

untouched shelves in the archive, where they were lost to public memory. 39 

 

Gesink’s work is particularly important in that, unlike Dallal’s and Spannaus’ work on the 

18th century, it is not primarily concerned with demonstrating the traditional bases for 

reformist trends, but rather how the interaction between conservative and reformist trends 

shaped the emergence of a Sunni modernity articulated by al-Azhar. This subtle distinction 

is important in that it shifts the frame of reference away from an emphasis on reformism in 

the sense articulated by Dallal and Spannaus as normative, and places it on a seemingly 

more organic process of push and pull taking place within the boundaries of the tradition 

itself between conservatives and reformers. Moreover, it also gives conservative thought its 

historical due in the articulation of a modern Sunni Islamic thought.  

 
39 Gesink, Islamic Reform and Conservatism, 4-5.  
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Marwa Elshakry succinctly demonstrates that the thinkers of Hourani’s Liberal Age 

were not to be distinguished from or set against the European authors they were reading 

because they in fact belonged to the same global 19th century thought universe.40 Reflecting 

a global-historical approach, Elshakry shows how the Arab intellectuals that form the core 

of her study were engaged in a running dialogue not only with their peers, but also with 

European sources as well, thereby contributing to the construction of a global dialogue. Not 

only does she articulate how Arabic speaking proponents of Darwinian thought developed 

their own interpretations of his work and theories through various intermediaries, but also 

how more ‘traditionally’ minded thinkers engaged with these ideas through the filtering 

lens of classical Islamic theology and philosophy, and who sought to critically engage with 

them in the more traditional framework mentioned above. Ḥusayn al-Jisr (d. 1909), a 

classically trained Muslim theologian and Sufi shaykh stands out in this regard for his 

deployment of a kalām-based argumentation against the materialist foundations of the 

Darwinian concept of evolution, while displaying an openness to several core elements of 

Darwinian thought including natural selection.41 

Decades prior to Gesink’s and Elshakry’s respective interventions, Rudolph Peters, 

in his 1986 article “Religious Attitudes Towards Modernization in the Ottoman Empire: A 

Nineteenth-Century Pious Text on Steamships, Factories and the Telegraph", argued that: 

The historiography of the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century is mainly 

concerned with the process of modernization and change. There is an abundance of 

studies on the measures of reform that were introduced in the fields of warfare, 

education, law administration and communication, and on the men and the ideas 

 
40 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 153. 

41 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 153. 
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behind them. But information on the forces of opposition and their leaders and 

ideologies is difficult to find. This, of course, is a result of the outcome of the 

historical process. Since the forces of modernization have been victorious, they have 

determined the vision of history. And in this vision, there is little room for the losers.42  

 

Peters’ subject in this case is concerned with answering two basic questions related to the 

introduction of Western technology into the Ottoman Empire, namely the steamship, steam-

driven means of transportation in general, steam mills, factories, and the telegraph. The first 

question deals with the question of temporality and provision, namely why God has created 

these things only now and why have they come from the hands of non-Muslims. The 

second deals with what should be the proper attitude of Muslims towards these 

inventions.43 For our purposes, the significance of this lies not so much in the answers that 

Peters’ subject offers to these questions, but rather that he is engaging in a deliberative 

process meant to work out the significance, implications, and ultimately the permissibility 

of adopting these new inventions. However, underlying this engagement one gets the sense 

of wariness and a degree of defensiveness of being forced to deal with something that is 

being thrust upon society at behest of the ruling class. Leor Halevi, in his Modern Things 

on Trial: Islam’s Global and Material Reformation in the Age of Rida, 1865-1935 captures 

numerous instances of similar sentiments and concerns revolving particularly around 

technological developments and their permissibility or impermissibility according to the 

sharia: 

 
42 Rudolph Peters, “Religious Attitudes Towards Modernization in the Ottoman Empire: A Nineteenth-

Century Pious Text on Steamships, Factories and the Telegraph", Die Welt des Islams 26 (1986): 76. 

43 Peters, “Religious Attitudes,” 81.  
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Scattered in diverse colonies, protectorates, mandates, and rising nations, Muslim 

societies under European hegemony nevertheless shared one powerful experience: 

they all encountered an astonishing array of novelties fabricated overseas. With early 

adoption and rising consumption came riveting communal debates. Pious actors at 

times demanded the banishment of foreign products to the other side of that invisible 

boundary that separated the lawful from the forbidden. But the day’s most pressing 

discussions were not about technological innovation in the abstract, the imperial 

ideology of free trade, or the meaning of modernity. They were far more concrete. 

Muslims specifically wanted to know if their divine scriptures sanctioned particular 

interactions with particular goods. They turned to arbiters of the sacred law, who 

responded with ad hoc fatwas: casuistic sentences that pronounced the objects and 

actions on trial economically advantageous or socially harmful, conducive to piety or 

suggestive of infidelity, and – in the final analysis – admirable or abominable.44 

 

Peters and Halevi, although Halevi more indirectly, both reveal a type of conservatism 

prevalent among the ʿulemā that was largely concerned with state-sponsored reforms and 

the introduction of novel technologies and institutions into the Ottoman realm. As will be 

discussed below, the conservatism of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī and the conservative circle 

around Sultan Abdülhamid II was not only state-centric but was also more concerned with 

both political ideas and the socio-political implications of ideas emerging from reformists 

and nationalist circles alike more so than Europe directly, both of which were deemed to be 

a threat to the integrity of the Empire.  

 At this juncture, it is worth further exploring how the core assumptions of the 

discussed above has impacted the historiography of the late Ottoman Empire. The 19th 

century has often been referred to as the Ottoman Empire’s longest century, primarily 

because of its association with a particular view of the Tanzimat era that understood the 

reforms undertaken as a drawn-out linear process of reforming both state and society in 

 
44 Leor Halevi, Modern Things on Trial: Islam’s Global Material Reformation in the Age of Rida, 1865-1935 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 8.  
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light of the hegemonic rise of Western Europe. This is narrative that also takes a linear 

interpretation of late Ottoman and Middle Eastern history, one that seems to inherently flow 

in a noticeably Western or European direction. There are a number of assumptions 

underlying this narrative, all of which are in many ways intimately connected to Euro-

centric notions of modernity. These assumptions have shaped, and continue to shape, in 

various ways, different approaches to the history of the region, including the telling of its 

political, intellectual and social history. Of particular note is the idea of the inherency of 

progress in human affairs, which can be directly connected to 19th century re-interpretations 

of Darwinian evolution in socio-political terms. As a result of this translation of ostensibly 

scientific ideas in the realm of society and politics, the idea of a naturalized and inherent 

path of progression laid out in front of mankind began to acquire credence, influencing the 

approach to writing the history of the Middle East. What’s more, these ideas gained a 

degree of credence among a certain group of Arabic speaking intellectuals in the Ottoman 

Empire itself. As Elshakry aptly illustrates in her Reading Darwin in Arabic, their reading 

of politics, particularly as it related to the Eastern Question, was coloured in Darwinian 

terms, most notably in the concept of the “struggle for life”.45  

 Islam represents an important element in this story. From the perspective of much of 

Western historiography of the Middle East, Islam, particularly in its more traditional forms, 

represents a root cause of what has often been framed as the social ‘backwardness’ of the 

Middle East on the eve of its encounter with European modernity. As discussed above, 

studies of Muslim thinkers from the period have focused on individuals and schools of 

 
45 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 87. 
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thought have been chosen largely because of their perceived efforts to read modern political 

and social constructs into Islamic thought. This has, at times, led to distorted outcomes in 

scholarly work whereby a figure such as Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, a Sufi and a member of 

the traditional hierarchy of Ottoman religious scholars, has been associated with the rise of 

Salafism, a reformist movement in many way antithetical to traditional religion.46 

Furthermore, notions of religion and religious identity were themselves transformed and 

were instrumentalized (intentionally or otherwise) along with the rise of new political 

identities. For Cemil Aydin,  the reification of religion as a distinct category of analysis is 

part and parcel of the story of a transition from an ‘imperial logic’ to a ‘logic of 

civilizations’ in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.47 It is also the story of the changing 

nature of self-awareness, self-identification and the perceived connection with others, not 

only in Europe, but also in the newly constituted ‘Muslim world’ as such and the downfall 

of the global imperial order and the logic under which it was subsumed like so many of the 

ruptures of post-enlightenment modernity and the consequences which it would have all 

over the world. For the Muslim intellectuals inhabiting this newly constituted world, the 

story of the Muslim world is also a story of transition and of an antinomian constitution of 

the self and community. The period in question (late 19th – early 20th century), as Aydin is 

apt to point out, represents a period of profound intellectual activity and reflection. Through 

a reconceptualization of the concepts of ummah and caliphate, the period witnessed what 

 
46 See: Thomas Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi-Abu l-Huda as-Sayyadi”, Die Welt des Islams 43:1, 2003, 61-87.  

47 See: Cemil Aydin, The Idea of the Muslim World: A Global Intellectual History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2017).  
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some have a called a revival of Muslim intellectual, social and political consciousness. It is 

perhaps more historically accurate and honest to refer to this period as the ‘birth’, or to use 

Benedict Anderson’s terms, an ‘imagining’ of a global Muslim socio-political community. 

The rise a new kind of identitarian religious understanding can be correlated with the 

emergence of particularized national identities, contrary to the secular-religion dichotomy 

so prevalent in the historiography of the modern Middle East. 

 The study of the political history of the modern Middle East, particularly of the so-

called long 19th century of the Ottoman Empire, has also been extensively shaped by the 

framework of modernization. As discussed above, the underlying premises of this approach 

have tended to be unidirectional and associated with either the imposition of European 

social, intellectual and institutional norms or the passive reception/mimicry thereof by the 

native population. However, as Michael Provence argues in his The Last Ottoman 

Generation and the Making of the Modern Middle East, Ottoman modernity was in fact 

part of a universal discourse of 19th century modernization and progress and was fully 

integrated and inseparable from wider European trends and processes.48 James Gelvin 

agrees, arguing that the history of the modern Middle East is simply world history told in 

local vernacular. ‘Modernity’ or ‘modernities’49 in the Middle East should ultimately be 

seen as varying or even alternative approaches to modernity.50 In conjunction with this 

 
48 Michael Provence, The Last Ottoman Generation and the Making of the Modern Middle East, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2017), 13.  

49 For an in-depth discussion of the concept of ‘multiple modernities’ see  Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, ed., Multiple 

Modernities (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2002).  

50 James L. Gelvin, The Modern Middle East: A History, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2011),7.  
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understanding, it is also important to understand that the Tanzimat period was itself not 

merely a linear attempt to reform the state along European lines. To assume so neglects not 

only dissenting or alternative voices, but also obscures the underlying material causes at 

work in the international scene. As Butros Abu-Manneh has so eloquently articulated, the 

Tanzimat reforms themselves represent competing visions of the direction that 

modernization of the state should take. In his article “Two Concepts of State in the 

Tanzimat Period: the Hatt-i Serif of Gülhane and the Hatt-i Hümayun”, Abu Manneh 

argues that the first phase of the reform process, associated with the  Hatt-i Serif of 

Gülhane, was led by Ottoman elites with a Sunni orthodox leaning who sought to re-

establish the primacy of the sharia in the face of what they saw as Mahmud the II’s 

autocratic tendencies. The second phase, in contrast,  involved a group of elites with 

different social and educational backgrounds that sought to set the course for the Ottoman 

state according to the dictates of modern (re: European) institutional forms.51 In other 

words, these distinct periods of reforms reflect different circumstances and distinctly 

different objectives while being simultaneously concerned with adapting the state to the 

contingencies of the day. The significance of this analysis lies in the fact that it 

complicates, if not completely undermines, the master narrative of the Tanzimat period 

being a purely reactive response to the rise of European power. 

 Rather than seeing the history of the late Ottoman Empire exclusively through the 

lens of decline, zooming out, so to speak, to be able to see this period in a more global 

 
51 See: Butrus Abu-Manneh, “Two Concepts of State in the Tanzimat Period: The Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane and 

the Hatt-ı Hümayun,” Turkish Historical Review 6, no. 2 (2015): 117–137. 
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context and expanded time frame can prove useful for providing deeper context to political 

developments in the late Ottoman period, and, as is the concern of this study, the period 

encompassing the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876-1908). The concept of ‘early 

modernity’ as articulated by Gelvin is useful in this regard. The period is first marked by 

the 16th century emergence of a new kind of state across what Hodgson would refer to as 

the Oikoumene52, the so called ‘Gun Powder Empires’, characterised by imperial expansion 

and increased centralization. Gelvin advances the idea of the ‘crisis of the 17th century’ – 

intimately connected to European expansion into the Americas and the associated 

revolution in global economics53 – which was marked by an dramatic economic  inflation 

on the Eurasian landmass. This subsequently impacted the abilities of states, including the 

Ottomans and the Safavids, to finance their ever-growing bureaucracies that the 

increasingly centralized states depended on. As part of this process, Gelvin identifies how 

the global economy, hitherto characterized by a relative equity of power between large 

empires, came to be divided between a ‘developed core’ and a relatively underdeveloped 

periphery. Ultimately, the Ottoman Empire became part of the periphery, setting the stage 

for what is perhaps best understood as a proto-colonial style economy  with the European 

powers.54 In response, states such as the Ottoman Empire engaged in a series of reforms 

beginning in the 19th century designed to further expand and centralize their authority and 

become more efficient in the management of their populations and resources in the face of 

 
52 See: Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, Vol. 

3: The Gunpowder Empires and Modern Times (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974). 

53 Gelvin, The Modern Middle East, 37-44. 

54 Gelvin, The Modern Middle East, 44. 
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both internal and increasingly external threats, what Gelvin refers to as ‘defensive 

development’.55 

This approach allows us to see a number of key points that not only challenge, but 

also undermine the dominant narrative discussed above. Firstly, by setting back the clock 

on the dawn of modernity via the framework of early modernity, we can see how the 

beginnings of modernization in the Ottoman Empire are not necessarily connected with 

direct encounters with the European other.56 Rather, the Ottomans – and the Safavids for 

that matter – undertook modernization efforts in response to global developments in politics 

and economics in an effort to consolidate and expand their increasingly centralized 

authority. This begins to complicate not only the notion that modernization in the Ottoman 

Empire began as a direct response to European encroachment, but also that it was merely a 

unidirectional flow from West to East. Secondly, it situates what might be called the 

decline of the Ottoman’s relative global power in the context of shifts in the global 

economy, rather than in a vague and ultimately essentialized notion of ‘Eastern despotism’. 

Above all, it opens up space for the interrogation of the notion that there is some sort of 

inevitability to history.  

 

 
55 Ibid., 72.  

56 Much of the historical literature on the history of the Middle East sets the date for the beginnings of the 

modern period in the region at 1798, Napoleon’s conquest of Ottoman Egypt. Subsequent Arab nationalist 

narratives mark the beginnings of modernity with the coming to power of Mehmed ‘Ali in 1805. 
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C. Sufis, Sufism and the Conservative-Reformist Dichotomy 

Sufism represents the most prominent manifestation of an Islamic spirituality since 

the 8th century CE (2nd century AH).57 Having often been treated synonymously with 

Islamic Mysticism, the term ‘Sufism’ itself is not un-problematic, particularly for historians 

trying to determine what constitutes authentic expressions of the phenomenon.58 For one 

eminent scholar of Sufism in the West, William Chittick, Sufism represents the path by 

which man transcends his individual self in an effort to reach the divine.59 In the 

understanding of Martin Lings, it represents the realization of the oneness of God, 

ultimately leading the self’s immolation within the Self of God.60 The term of course, as 

used in the literature, encompasses a wide array of practices and discourses, begging the 

question of how the term can be usefully understood particularly by historians. It is perhaps 

most instructive to try to understand how the phenomenon of Sufism was understood in its 

own developmental context and for that we turn briefly to Ibn Khaldun. In his Muqqadimah 

Ibn Khaldun states that Sufism (taṣawwuf) is “one of the lawful sciences of the (Islamic) 

community. Its basis is the path that was established among the earliest ancestors and the 

most prominent companions (of the Prophet), their immediate successors, and those who 

 
57 Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism: The Formative Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 1.  

58 For a discussion on the historiographical approach to Sufism see: Jean-Claude Garcin, “Les Soufis dans la 

ville mamlouke d’Egypte: Histoire de Soufisme en histoire globale” in McGregor, Richard J. A., Adam 

Abdelhamid Sabra, and Mireille Loubet. Le Developpement Du Soufisme En Egypte à l'Epoque Mamelouke: 

 the Development of Sufism in Mamluk Egypt. Vol. 27, (Cairo: Institut = تطور التصوف في مصر في العصر المملوكي

français d'archeologie orientale, 2006), 12-40. 

59 William C. Chittick, “Sufism and Islam,” in Sufism: Love & Wisdom, ed. Jean-Louis Michon and Roger 

Gaetani (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2006), 21. 

60 Martin Lings, What is Sufism? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 74-76.  
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followed. It is a true path that leads to devotion and divine worship, and freedom from the 

temptations and distractions of a worldly life… All of this was common among the 

ancestors and companions.”61 In other words, Ibn Khaldun considered Sufism as one of the 

numerous branches of religious knowledge with its own terminology and distinct set of 

approaches. This does not entail that all aspects of the phenomenon called Sufism were 

accepted by as normative by Ibn Khaldun and other like-minded scholars, however it does 

point to the Sufism in general as an accepted component of the Islamic tradition although 

each manifestation might be evaluated in its own right.  Ibn Khaldun is expressing what 

McGregor argues amounts to a model of Islamic intellectual history in which increasing 

specialization among the Islamic sciences and the attendant classes of religious specialists 

prevails.62 

In his Sufism: A New History of Islamic Mysticism Alexander Knysh attempts to 

provide a coherent framework for the historian in which he/she can understand the 

phenomena constituting what we call Sufism. For Knysh, Sufism is best understood as the 

sum total of the structures (physical buildings, institutions), behaviours, gestures, customs 

and teachings enshrined in the vast body of Sufi literature. For historians then, the best way 

to go about studying Sufism is to examine it through a functionalist lens. Seen through such 

a prism the historian can begin to appreciate the diverse roles played by Sufis and Sufism 

 
61 Ibn Khaldūn, Muqaddimat Ibn Khaldūn, ed. Aḥmad al-Zuʿbī (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 2001), 517.  

62 Richard McGregor, “The Problem of Sufism.” Mamluk Studies Review Volume 13, no. 2, (2009): 76. 
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ranging from intellectual, educational, and political, to the moral and spiritual upbringing of 

the masses.63  

What can be said with some certainty is that the approaches that came to be 

identified with a developed tradition of Sufism originated in the 9th century of the common 

era. Hierarchy became a key facet of Sufi thought and would come to define the stages of 

the path that practitioners were to follow in order to attain the highest of spiritual ranks. 

From this tradition also emerged the notion wilāyah, most commonly translated as 

‘sainthood’, a Qur’anic concept that that came to signify an elite spiritual status in the Sufi 

tradition. With time, different paths were forged as means to arrive at the ultimate truth 

sought by the Sufis. In the post-classical Islamicate world, these paths took the form of 

orders, or ṭarīqah (pl. ṭuruq), most-often named after an eponymous founder. Numerous 

practices, institutions, and traditions became associated with Sufism over time including 

grave visitations, the capacity to perform miracles (karamāt), and intercession on behalf of 

God. With time, the Sufi orders deeply penetrated Muslim societies from East to West, 

gaining more adherents from among both the masses and the scholarly elite.  

Through close adherence to a set prescribed spiritual exercises, the Sufi aspirant 

ultimately seeks to annihilate the self.64 These exercises can take various forms, but often 

involve communal ceremonies in which the names of God are invoked in repetitive 

mantras; what G.P. Makris refers of as “the centre of the liturgical life of all Sufi 

 
63 See: Alexander Knysh, Sufism: A New History of Islamic Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2017).  

64 Michael R. Levenson and Abdul Hayy Khilwati, “Mystical Self-Annihilation: Method and Meaning,” 

International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 9, no. 4 (1999), 253.  
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brotherhoods.”65 The gatherings are traditionally held in the zawiya or tekke (Sufi lodge) 

led by a shaykh who historically also managed any endowments (waqf) associated with the 

zawiya. The zawiya often contained the tomb of a prominent shaykh of the particular 

tariqa, which would often become the site of visitations (ziyāra) for adherents.66 

Historically, the Sufi turuq have functioned in a way as to connect their members to each 

other and the particular order’s spiritual leadership in ways that extended their reach across 

vast geographies and transcended political boundaries, a function that surviving orders 

fulfill until today.67 The brotherhoods existed independently of state structures, unlike, for 

example, the Sunni ’ulemā in the Ottoman domains, allowing them to function as a form of 

civil society in a way similar to the Catholic orders and Buddhist monks.68 Thus, while 

Sufism as a set of practices and discourses revolves around the nature of the individual’s 

relation to God, Sufi brotherhoods had an important social function and, by default, a 

significant political potential. As Paul Heck so aptly points out in his Sufism and Politics: 

Sufism has been involved in all we think of as politics: conceptions of authority and 

power, legitimacy and contestation of rule, formation of the socio-moral order of a 

community or nation, competition for patronage, prestige, and control of a society’s 

 
65 G. P. Makris, Islam in the Middle East: A Living Tradition (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 

152. 

66 Ira M. Lapidus, “Sufism and Ottoman Islamic Society,” in The Dervish Lodge: Architecture, Art, and 

Sufism in Ottoman Turkey, ed. Raymond Lifchez (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 16.  

67 See: Annabelle Böttcher, “Religious Authority in Transnational Sufi Networks: Shaykh Nazim al-Qubrusi 

al-Haqqani al-Naqshbandi,” in Speaking for Islam: Religious Authorities in Muslim Societies, ed. Gudrun 

Krämer and Sabine Schmidtke (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 241–268. 

68 Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, “Introduction: Religion, States, and Transnational Civil Society,” in 

Transnational Religion and Fading States, ed. Susanne Hoeber Rudolph and James P. Piscatori (Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 1997), 1. 
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wealth, the mobilization of people and resources in support of or against the status 

quo, and so on.69 

 

Thus, the independence of the orders from the state did not necessarily entail a separation 

from politics, nor did it mean a political existence in opposition to the state, as will become 

clear below. To better understand this, recourse can be made to Talal Asad’s concept of an 

Islamic “discursive tradition”, which he defines as a tradition of Muslim discourse that 

addresses itself to conception of the Islamic past and future, with reference to a particular 

Islamic practice in the present.70 In this sense, it is possible not only to view the 

brotherhoods as part of the general Islamic discursive tradition, but also as constituting a 

discursive tradition themselves. The tariqa served this function by acting as the institutional 

guardian of a set of collective practices and beliefs and a linkage between the past and 

present. As Asad points out, the past is not reproduced by a discursive tradition for merely 

its own sake, but rather is constantly referenced with concern for the present moment, 

evolving in response to social and political changes. It is this flexibility that provided the 

space for Sufis to engage in the political sphere in arguably novel ways while also maintain 

continuity with their respective traditions.  

 

 
69 Paul L. Heck, “Introduction,” in Sufism and Politics: The Power of Spirituality, ed. Paul L. Heck 

(Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2007), 1–2. 

70 See: Talal Asad, The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam (Washington, D.C.: Center for Contemporary Arab 

Studies, Georgetown University, 1986); Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of 

Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Talal Asad, “The Idea of 
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D. Sufism and Islamic Conservatism 

The association of Sufism with so-called ‘folk Islam’ has a deep connection to the 

increasing popularization of the Sufi orders that took place during the formative years of 

the Ottoman period, with the orders playing a deep and important role in the religious, 

social, and political life of the Empire.71 Over time, practices such as the veneration of 

saints, and grave visitations, led to criticism from scholars drawing on the work of the 14th 

century Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328CE), famous for, among other things, 

his attacks on the practice of tomb visitations and supplications to saints. His critiques were 

based on a line of thinking wherein such practices were seen as deviations from the those of 

the first generations of Muslims and that they could ultimately lead to idolatry, or shirk.72 

While these critiques need to be evaluated according to their own merits, for our purposes 

what is important is that it has served to further the notion that Sufism and Sufis were 

seemingly inherently tied to an antinomian expression of popular religion.  

The popular/elite, Sufi/ulemā’ binaries are problematized by the evidence 

emanating not only from Sufi literature and the development of religious life in the Islamic 

middle period, but also by-in-large by the contemporary documentary evidence. As 

McGregor points out the oft-held assumption that that the orthodox religious culture was 

different from that of the Sufis is historically untenable.73 More often than not, Sufis were 

the same people as the scholars, officials, muftis, judges, theologians, hadīth transmitters, 

 
71 J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 69-70.  

72 See: Th. Emil Homerin, “Ibn Taimiya's al-Sufiyah wa al-Fuqara',” Arabica 32, no. 2 (July 1985): 219–244. 

73 McGregor, “The Problem of Sufism”, 80.  
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and jurists.74 The fact is that the ulemā’ class contained many Sufis and every learned Sufi 

could rightfully claim membership amongst the class of the ulemā.75 As Michael Winter 

points out, no single scholar, not even the infamous Ibn Taymiyah can be shown to have 

disapproved of Sufism in principle,76 a fact that points back to Ibn Khaldun’s understanding 

and the idea that every act or utterance was evaluated in its own right.  

These criticisms were, however, ultimately picked up by the Wahhabi movement in 

the 18th century who stressed the need to purify Islam from innovations such as those 

practiced by the Sufis. Religious reform movements in the 19th and 20th centuries added 

another dimension to these criticisms by associating Sufi beliefs and practices with what 

they increasingly saw as the backwardness of Muslim society and their failure to rise to the 

challenge of colonial Europe. Sufi movements themselves were attune to these critiques 

and theiche prerogative to maintain orthodoxy in both their beliefs and practices. Partly as a 

result of this, a new wave of Sufi reformers emerged in the 18th century, a trend that came 

to be known in the literature as ‘Neo-Sufism’.77 Debates at the turn of the century between 

reformers and conservatives were intimately tied to the social and administrative changes 

sweeping across the Ottoman Empire and its various institutions. This discourse was in turn 
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shaped by two broad contexts, one geographical (i.e. the Ottoman Empire) and one 

ideological, with Islam providing the framework for the various arguments being made.78  

 

E. Recognizing the Conservative Moment 

Not until Abu Manneh’s 1979 article “Sultan 'Abdülhamid II and Shaikh Abū l-

Hudā al-Ṣayyādi” was there a clear presentation of the role played by conservative Arab 

religious figures, most notably Abū al-Huda al-Ṣayyādī, in service of Sultan Abdülhamid 

II.79 The article offers important details on Ṣayyādī’s time spent in the Ottoman court, 

particularly as it relates to his role in the Sultan’s efforts to push back against the rising 

nationalist tide in the Arab provinces and pushing a political project that involved an 

emphasis on the Sultan’s role as Caliph as the political axiom around which the future of 

the Ottoman state revolved. This involved not only the promotion of the Sultan-Caliph 

within the Empire itself, but importantly also included an effort to promote the Sultan as 

Caliph throughout the Muslim world.  

Selim Deringil’s work on the structures of political legitimacy that Sultan 

Abdülhamid II was attempting to build offers valuable insight into various aspects of the 

Hamidian policy to promote a pan-Islamic ideology, offering a means of contextualising 

the activities of conservatives in the Hamidian period.80 Another significant contribution in 

 
78 Madeline C. Zilfi, The Politics of Piety: The Ottoman Ulema in the Postclassical Age (1600–1800) 
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helping us to better understand the various intellectual strands that prevailed in the period 

comes to us from David Commons. Through an analysis of the motivating factors behind 

‘reformist’ and ‘conservative’ resistance and support for Abdülhamid in his Islamic 

Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria81, Commons sheds light on the 

political and social differences between the two camps.  

Perhaps the most notable work in recent times to offer new insight into intellectual 

developments in this period is Marwa Elshakry’s Reading Darwin in Arabic. Importantly, 

ElShakry displays a deep awareness that writing an intellectual history of the 19th century is 

also writing a history of colonialism. This is reflected in the fact that one of the major 

debates regarding the role of the intellectual in the Middle East was whether he should act 

as an agent of modernity or whether he should condemn colonialism despite the ‘good’ it 

brings at times to colonized countries, as it did when the printing press arrived in Egypt 

together with the Napoleonic invasion of the country. As part of a discussion on 

Muḥammad ‘Abduh’s critics, Elshakry argues that ‘Abduh’s critics viewed his enthusiasm 

for science and his penchant for European ideas as part of his seeming indifference to 

mainstream theological consensus. Furthermore, his critics viewed his passion for reform as 

being connected with his suspect political allegiances.82 Elaborating on this point Elshakry 

states that: 

It is often asserted that 'Abduh's opponents were reactionary and backwards-looking. 

Critics were denounced as "intellectually frozen" or stagnant, as 'fundamentalists' or 

as 'conservative'. In the view of the hagiographers and revisionists, Abduh was a 

 
81 David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1990). 
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solitary voice of reason and 'liberalism' standing against a tide of overwhelming 

reactionary opposition. The "conservatives opposition", wrote his admirer Blunt in 

1896, "was too strong from him".  This view assumes that in the battle over reform at 

al-Azhar, the lines were sharply drawn between "conservatives" and "traditionalists" 

on the one hand and "reformers" and "modernists" on the other.83 

 

However, as Elshakry points out, the use of the term 'conservatism' in these works plays an 

obscurantist role in that it obscures the fact that there was a contest over the very concept of 

tradition itself.  

Itzchak Weissman’s work on the Naqshbandīyyah-Khālidīyyah order in late 

Ottoman Damascus and Baghdad serves to further advance our understanding in this 

regard, particularly his demonstration that the concept of 'conservatism' itself was, in fact, a 

construct of the Hamidian period and that the Khalīdiyyah was split between conservatives, 

who stressed its orthodoxy and reformers who focused on its activist legacy. Weismann 

situates his argument in a broader framework that complicates the reformist-conservative 

dichotomy that sees the emergence of contemporary Islamic reform movements as being 

rooted in the Damascene ‘ulemā and taṣawwuf. 84 The combination of ‘ilm and taṣawwuf, 

according to Weismann, allowed these scholars to carve a reformist, yet orthodox path that 

avoided the rigidity of the traditional ulama, who – according to him - ignored mystic 

thought and the popular Sufis who neglected religious learning. Further, the story of these 

early reform movements illustrates how the path to modernity in the Muslim world is not 
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simply the tale of an all-out adoption of Western rationalism by a centralized Ottoman 

bureaucracy; rather, it reflects a deep commitment by local Muslim intellectuals to contend 

with their changing world in terms that reflect the depth of their Islamic tradition. 

 

F. The Figure of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādi 

As will become clear throughout the course of this dissertation, Abū al-Hudā al-

Ṣayyādī as a subject of historical investigation presents some unique challenges not only in 

terms of biography, but also in terms of categorization. On one level, this is reflective of the 

prevailing historiography discussed above. Moreover, in numerous ways his life and 

thought represent the embedded ambiguities85 of the Sunni tradition as well as the political, 

social, and intellectual complexities that characterized the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

in the Ottoman Empire. In Abū al-Hudā we see the rise from obscurity of a traditional 

religious figure from what can be best understood as a deeply traditional background to the 

halls of power of one of the most significant, albeit declining in relative power, world states 

of the day. At the same time as opining on traditional religious subjects, he and some of his 

most prominent followers demonstrated an acute and critical awareness of the intellectual, 

scientific, and technical developments of the day. This further complicates the 

conservative-reformer dichotomy, although it arguably remains a useful analytical frame, 

 
85 See: Thomas Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity: An Alternative History of Islam (New York: Columbia 
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and ultimately adds to the challenges of drawing out a clear picture of a complex period of 

history.  

The relative lack of historiographical treatment of Abū al-Hudā’s life and times, in 

addition to the above-discussed proclivity towards reformism as a historical phenomenon, 

appears to be a reflection of these challenges. Apart from the above-mentioned article 

authored by Abu-Manneh, Abū al-Hudā’s name has only appeared scattered across a 

number of different works. In English, examinations of his live and work beyond his 

advisory role to Sultan Abdülhamid II have been relatively minimal. Most recently, 

Thomas Eich produced a dissertation in German titled Abū -l-Hudā as-Sayyadi: Eine Studie 

Zur Instrumentalisierung sufischer und genealogischer Kontroversen im spätospanischen 

Reich86. In the intervening years, Eich has written several articles in English that effectively 

summarize his main findings and arguments.87 The main thrust of Eich’s study, in addition 

to the valuable data in provides with regards to the individual connections between Abū al-

Hudā and other important figures in Syria and Iraq in particular, involves a study of al-

Ṣayyādī’s life that attempts to challenge what he identifies as the "framework of several 

common paradigms of modern Middle Eastern historiography", namely, nationalism versus 

Ottomanism, Sufi turuq as being instrumental for Abdülhamid’s pan-Islamic policy, and 

Salafis versus ‘obscurantists’ Sufis.88 While most scholarship that touches on al-Ṣayyādī’s 

life classifies him among the ‘anti-Salafi' (anti-reformist) ʿulemā, Eich – based on his use of 
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network analysis – argues that, contrary to the received orthodoxy, al-Ṣayyādī’s life not 

only reflects his reformist background but that after 1900, his work displays what Eich 

refers to as a “Salafi outlook.”89 Regarding the first point, Eich bases his conclusion on the 

fact that in the 1880s and 1890s, al-Ṣayyādī maintained relations with scholars in Damascus 

and Baghdad who are regarded as the first Salafis in these respective locales.90 Regarding 

the latter, Eich argues that al-Ṣayyādī’s writings post-1900 reflect similar positions to those 

expressed by the reformist journal par excellence, al-Manār. Perhaps most counter-

intuitively, Eich positions al-Ṣayyādī post-1900 among the (proto) Arab nationalists of his 

time.91 

As Itzchak Weismann is quick to point out, there are numerous problems with 

Eich’s assumptions and conclusions. Weismann argues that Eich disregards his own caveats 

regarding the limitations of network analysis, namely that it only makes sense with 

combined with an analysis of structural factors, most notably the power relations inherent 

in these relations.92 Furthermore, Weismann points out that any detection of Salafi 

discourse in al-Ṣayyādī’s writings after 1900 is perhaps more reflective of the sensitivity of 

‘conservative’ religious scholars to shifts in religious discourse and their attempts to 

appropriate the lingua franca of the age to further their agendas.93 Where Eich’s 

 
89 Ibid., 63 

90 Ibid., 79 

91 Ibid., 86 

92 See: Itzchak Weismann, “Abū l-Hudā l-Ṣayyādī and the Rise of Islamic Fundamentalism,” Arabica 54, no. 

4 (2007): 586–592. 

93 Ibid., 590.  



61 

 

intervention is perhaps the most valuable is in his conclusion that it is “not possible simply 

to label the Rifā’īyyah as a club of “weird conservatives” who opposed any introduction of 

new ideas into the Arab world in the late 19th century.”94 For Elizabeth Sirriyeh, 

'traditionalists' most often appear as arch-reactionary propagandists for Sultan Abdülhamid, 

opposed to the forces of progress.95 Abū al-Hūda, in particular, has acquired an especially 

negative image in this regard. However, as Sirriyeh argues, the fact that so much of our 

information about Abū al-Hūda and his associates comes from pro-reformist sources makes 

it difficult to extract a clearer picture divorced from the hostile legends that surround him.96  

 However, As Weismann argues, rather than simply situating al-Ṣayyādī within the 

context of his time, what is fact needs is a charting of the politico-religious structures and 

strategies that were consolidated during the Hamidian period and to understand the 

contours of modern Islamic discourse.97 A fuller picture of al-Ṣayyādī’s thought, and that of 

associates, properly contextualised has the potential to lend insight into the genealogy of 

contemporary Muslim thought and how it has interacted with political and social power. 

While there is no doubt that Abū al-Hudā was articulating a vision of society rooted in his 

Sufi worldview, the extent to which he and his associates – and ‘conservatives’ more 

generally – actually fit the characterization of critics who presented them as having no 

interest in scientific, social and technological advances remains an open question.  
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G. Conclusion 

 This chapter has advanced a critical examination of the predominant trends in the 

study of Islamic intellectual history, particularly as it relates to what is being termed the 

‘Age of Islamic Reform’. Through a focus on dominant scholarly narratives this chapter has 

identified key biases in the representation of Islamic thought, specifically the 

disproportionate emphasis on modernist and reformist figures at the expense of a more 

conservative intellectual tradition. Scholars such as Albert Hourani, Charles Adams, and 

H.A.R. Gibb, among others whose works have shaped much of the academic discourse on 

Islamic reform, have contributed to a framing of modern Middle Eastern history that 

privileges the thinkers and movements perceived as engaging positively with Western 

modernity. Consequently, the intellectual landscape of the period has often been simplified 

into a binary of 'progressive reformers' and 'reactionary conservatives,' a division that does 

not fully capture the complexities of Islamic intellectual thought during the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries. 

 The preceding chapter sought to problematize the prevailing historiography by  

arguing that conservative thinkers and movements played a crucial, albeit understudied, 

role in shaping the intellectual and political discourse of the time. Figures such as Abū al-

Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, who have often been dismissed or marginalized in scholarship, represent 

important elements of a broader Islamic response to the socio-political and intellectual 

challenges posed by European colonialism, nationalism, and modernity. By reframing these 

thinkers not as backward or reactionary, but as participants in a complex negotiation 

between tradition and change, this chapter has sought to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of Islamic reform and conservatism during the late Ottoman period. 
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  One of the central findings of this chapter is the recognition of the historiographical 

bias toward reformist and modernist figures, such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh, Jamāl al-Dīn al-

Afghānī, and Rāshid Riḍā, in the academic study of Islamic thought of the period in 

question. Since the early works of scholars like Charles Adams and H.A.R. Gibb, reformist 

intellectuals have been framed as the vanguard of modernity in the Middle East. Their 

efforts to reconcile Islamic teachings with Western political, legal, and scientific thought 

have been presented as the primary response to the challenges of modernity. However, as 

this chapter has shown, such a framing obscures the contributions of conservative thinkers 

who sought to engage with modernity from within a more traditional Islamic framework. 

 Albert Hourani's seminal work, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, represents a 

turning point in this historiographical trend by offering a more complex view of the 

interaction between Islam and modernity. However, Hourani's focus on thinkers who 

embraced European ideas has helped perpetuate a narrative that sees Islamic reform almost 

exclusively as a response to Western influence. This chapter has argued that this narrative 

neglects the intellectual contributions of conservative scholars, who, while often critical of 

Western ideas, were equally engaged in efforts to reform Islamic thought and practice in 

ways that were rooted in tradition rather than external influence. The intellectual history of 

the late Ottoman Empire has thus been shaped by an implicit dichotomy between progress 

and conservatism, with reformist thinkers cast as agents of change and their conservative 

counterparts as obstacles to modernization. Yet, as this chapter has shown, this dichotomy 

is both simplistic and inaccurate. Figures like Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, who are often 

categorized as conservative or anti-reformist, were in fact deeply engaged with the 

intellectual and political developments of their time. Al-Ṣayyādī’s efforts to defend the 
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Ottoman Empire’s political and religious integrity, particularly through his close 

relationship with Sultan Abdülhamid II, reflect a nuanced understanding of the challenges 

facing the empire. His engagement with Sufism and traditional Islamic scholarship did not 

prevent him from addressing the realities of European colonialism and the rise of 

nationalist movements, nor did it make him a passive opponent of reform. 

 In this regard, the chapter has highlighted the significance of Sufi orders in the 

intellectual and political life of the late Ottoman Empire. Sufism, often dismissed by 

modernist reformers as an anachronistic or 'folk' practice, played a vital role in both the 

spiritual and political realms of the empire. Sufi orders like the Khalidiyya-Naqshbandiyya 

not only provided spiritual guidance to their followers but also served as important 

networks for social and political organization. Their engagement with modernity, far from 

being reactionary, often involved sophisticated efforts to reconcile traditional Islamic 

values with the changing political and social landscape. By emphasizing the importance of 

Sufism and other conservative currents, this chapter challenges the dominant narrative that 

positions reformist thought as the primary vehicle for Islamic engagement with modernity. 

Moreover, this chapter offered a recognitition of the fact that onservative thinkers such as 

Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī were not simply opposed to the idea of reform. Rather, they sought 

to engage with reform in ways that preserved the core tenets of Islamic tradition. The 

notion of tajdīd (renewal) and iṣlāḥ (reform) in Islamic thought, as explored by scholars 

like Ahmed Dallal, reveals that reform was not an inherently modernist project but had long 

been part of the Islamic intellectual tradition. Many conservative scholars viewed 

themselves as part of this tradition of renewal, even as they resisted certain aspects of 
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Western modernity. In doing so, they contributed to a broader intellectual project that 

sought to defend Islamic values while addressing the realities of the modern world. 

 In addition to the significance this discussion has for the current project, the 

findings of this chapter have significant implications for the study of Islamic intellectual 

history and the broader historiography of the modern Middle East. By showing that 

conservative thinkers were actively engaged in efforts to reform Islamic thought and 

practice, this study challenges the notion that modernity in the Middle East was solely the 

domain of reformist intellectuals. Instead, it suggests that Islamic conservatism, far from 

being an obstacle to progress, was a dynamic and adaptive force that played a key role in 

shaping the intellectual and political landscape of the late Ottoman Empire. The chapter 

also highlights the need for a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between 

Islam and modernity. As scholars like Marwa Elshakry have shown, the intellectual history 

of the Middle East during the 19th and early 20th centuries cannot be understood solely in 

terms of a binary opposition between tradition and modernity. Instead, it was shaped by 

complex interactions between Islamic thought and European ideas, with both conservative 

and reformist thinkers contributing to the development of modern Islamic thought. As this 

dissertation will demonstrate, conservative thinkers like Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī were 

deeply involved in these intellectual exchanges, even as they sought to defend traditional 

Islamic values. Finally, the chapter underscores the importance of Sufism in the intellectual 

and political life of the late Ottoman Empire. The role of Sufi orders like the Khalidiyya-

Naqshbandiyya in shaping the spiritual, social, and political life of the empire has often 

been overlooked in favor of a focus on reformist intellectuals. By bringing Sufism back into 

the historiographical frame, this study provides a more complete picture of the intellectual 
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landscape of the period and highlights the ways in which Islamic spirituality and mysticism 

interacted with the political and intellectual developments of the time. 

 While this chapter has made significant strides in addressing the historiographical 

biases that have shaped the study of Islamic intellectual history, it is not without its 

limitations. While a figure such as Abū al-Hudā is important for understanding the 

conservative intellectual response to modernity, there are numerous other facets of the 

broader conservative movement in the late Ottoman empire.  Further research is needed to 

explore the contributions of other conservative scholars and movements, particularly those 

outside the Arab-speaking provinces of the empire. Another limitation is the relatively 

narrow focus on the intellectual and political dimensions of conservative thought. While 

this study has highlighted the importance of Sufism and conservative religious movements 

in shaping Islamic intellectual history, it has not fully explored the social and economic 

dimensions of these movements. Future research could benefit from a more 

interdisciplinary approach that incorporates social, economic, and cultural history to 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of the role of conservatism in the late 

Ottoman Empire. 

  Building on the findings and limitations of this chapter, several areas for future 

research emerge. First, there is a need for more detailed studies of lesser-known 

conservative thinkers and movements in the late Ottoman Empire. A more comprehensive 

study of these figures could provide valuable insights into the diversity of conservative 

thought during this period. Moreover, future research could benefit from a more global 

perspective on Islamic conservatism. While this chapter has focused primarily on the 

Ottoman Empire, the conservative response to modernity was not limited to the Ottoman 
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context. Comparative studies of conservative movements in other parts of the Islamic 

world, such as South Asia or North Africa, could provide a broader understanding of the 

ways in which Islamic conservatism interacted with modernity across different regions and 

cultural contexts. Further research could also explore the role of Sufism in shaping 

conservative responses to modernity in greater detail. Studies that examine the intersections 

of Sufism, conservatism, and modernity in more depth could provide valuable insights into 

the intellectual and spiritual currents that shaped the late Ottoman Empire. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

TEXT AND CONTEXT: THE LIFE AND TIMES  

OF ABŪ AL-HUDĀ AL-ṢAYYĀDĪ 

 
A. Introduction 

The 19th century marked a pivotal period of transformation and challenge for the 

Islamic world, where the inexorable rise of European institutions, thought, and power 

became unmistakable. In this era of change Europe loomed as both a model and an 

adversary for societies in the Ottoman Empire and its periphery. This epoch bore witness to 

the substantial presence of European military forces from Algeria to Egypt, while European 

political and social influence burgeoned within the Ottoman Empire itself. European 

missionary schools and the reshaping of urban life along European lines underscored the 

omnipresence of change. The legacy of this period, as articulated by Albert Hourani, 

illuminates the pressing need for Islamic reform and adaptation. Hourani astutely contends 

that in the face of such overwhelming change, reformist thinkers of this period were not 

seeking to persuade those firmly entrenched in their traditional beliefs to embrace change. 

Instead, their primary mission was to convince those molded by modernity that they could 

harmonize aspects of their historical Islamic heritage with contemporary life. In essence, 

these intellectuals aimed to reinterpret Islam, rendering it compatible with the modern 

world and even a source of strength within it. Muḥammad ‘Abduh, as Hourani identifies, 

embodies the quintessential figure of this transformative period, but it is crucial to 

recognize that this epoch also witnessed the emergence of a recognizable, broadly-based 
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Islamic conservatism within the Ottoman context. In an articulation of the reformist 

perspective of this period, Hourani argues that: 

In such circumstances, change had become unavoidable, and the writers considered 

were not trying to persuade those rooted in their own traditions that they must accept 

change, but to convince those formed in a new mould that they could still hold onto 

to something from their own past. The main task of thinkers in this generation was to 

reinterpret Islam so as to make it compatible with living in the modern world, and 

even a source of strength in it.98 

 

 As articulated by Hourani, this conservative perspective staunchly championed the 

preservation of Islam as it had evolved, with its traditions, mystical theology, and Turkish 

leadership. An Islam, that in the words of Hourani: 

 

Stood for Islam as it had in fact developed with its traditions, its mystical theology, 

its Turkish leadership: the umma ‘cannot agree on error’, and if it has finally taken 

this shape, then it must be accepted as it is. The modernists wished to proceed up the 

stream of development to the point at which it had gone wrong, and beyond it to the 

primitive Islam as they conceived it.99 

  

Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual and political endeavors were deeply intertwined with this 

struggle. This did not necessarily entail a wholesale rejection of all modern elements, as we 

will discover, but rather an adaptation rooted in the tradition. 

 This chapter delves into the life and times of Muhammad b. Hasan Wadi b. ʿAlī b. 

Khuzām b. ʿAlī al-Khuzām b. Hussein Burhān al-Dīn al-Rifāʿī al-Ṣayyādī (1847CE-

1909CE), more commonly known as Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī. Born in the village of Khan 

Shaykhun in what is now northern Syria, Abū al-Hudā's ascent from his rural origins to 

 
98 Hourani, Liberal Age, vi. 

99 Ibid., 267-268.  
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becoming one of the most influential figures in Sultan Abdülhamid II’s court offers a 

unique window into the intersection of Sufism, Islamic scholarship, and Ottoman statecraft 

during a period marked by significant transformation and reform. This chapter will explore 

Abū al-Hudā's biography, his intellectual contributions, and his relationship with Sultan 

Abdülhamid II, highlighting how his religious authority and Sufi connections were 

instrumental in advancing the Sultan's political goals, particularly in promoting a pan-

Islamic ideology. 

 The study of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī’s life and works is significant not only for 

understanding the political and intellectual currents of the late Ottoman Empire but also for 

shedding light on broader themes in Islamic intellectual history. Abū al-Hudā’s life 

intersects with key debates concerning the role of Sufism, the conservative-reformist 

dichotomy, and the relationship between religion and politics in the modern Islamic world. 

By focusing on Abū al-Hudā, this chapter challenges the dominant historiographical 

emphasis on reformist and modernist intellectuals like Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Jamāl al-

Dīn al-Afghānī, offering a more nuanced understanding of how conservative Islamic 

scholars engaged with the challenges of modernity. Abū al-Hudā’s association with the 

Rifāʿī Sufi order, his defense of traditional Islamic practices, and his emphasis on 

preserving the authority of the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph position him as a key figure in the 

articulation of a conservative Islamic vision during a period often characterized by the 

ascendancy of reformist thought. His influence within the Ottoman court, particularly under 

Sultan Abdülhamid II, demonstrates how traditional Islamic institutions and figures adapted 

to the pressures of modern statecraft, while also working to preserve their religious and 

social authority. By examining Abū al-Hudā’s role in these processes, this chapter 
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contributes to the growing body of scholarship that seeks to reevaluate the place of 

conservative intellectuals in the history of modern Islamic thought. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s early life was shaped by his connection to the Rifāʿī Sufi order and 

his education in the traditional Islamic sciences. According to biographical sources, his 

great-grandfather al-Khuzām (d.1177/1763) was known for his miraculous abilities, which 

gave his tomb local prominence as a site of visitation. This association with sainthood and 

the Rifāʿī lineage would be central to Abū al-Hudā’s later claims to religious authority. He 

claimed descent from the Prophet Muḥammad through Aḥmed al-Rifāʿī, the founder of the 

Rifāʿī order, which not only reinforced his spiritual legitimacy but also positioned him 

within a broader network of Sufi affiliations that extended across the Ottoman Empire. Abū 

al-Hudā's formal education began with the study of the Qur’an and the traditional Islamic 

sciences, including jurisprudence, Qur’anic interpretation, and hadith. His early scholarly 

training, however, was complemented by his initiation into the Rifāʿī and Qādirī Sufi 

orders. Although Abū al-Hudā's biographical sources emphasize his scholarly pursuits, it 

was his connection to the Sufi orders—particularly the Rifāʿī—that would ultimately shape 

his career and position within Ottoman society. His rise to prominence can be traced to his 

close association with Shaykh Bahāʾ al-Dīn, a prominent Rifāʿī leader in Aleppo, whose 

influence helped Abū al-Hudā secure his first major position within the Ottoman religious 

establishment. By 1870, Abū al-Hudā had been appointed Naqīb al-Ashrāf (head of the 

Prophet’s descendants) in Jisr al-Shughūr, marking the beginning of his formal involvement 

in Ottoman governance. This appointment, which placed him in a position of religious and 

social authority over a region with a significant Alawite population, reflects the strategic 

importance of religious figures like Abū al-Hudā in managing the complex sectarian 
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dynamics of the Empire. His rise to the position of Naqīb al-Ashrāf in Aleppo in 1875 

further solidified his influence, as it placed him at the center of Ottoman religious life in 

one of the Empire’s most important cities. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s influence reached its zenith during the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid 

II, who ascended to the throne in 1876. Abdülhamid’s reign is often associated with a turn 

toward Islamic conservatism and the promotion of pan-Islamism as a political strategy to 

counter the growing influence of European powers and the internal challenges posed by 

nationalism. Abū al-Hudā’s close relationship with Abdülhamid placed him at the heart of 

these efforts, as he became one of the Sultan’s most trusted advisors on religious matters 

and a key figure in the promotion of the Sultan-Caliph’s authority. The nature of Abū al-

Hudā’s relationship with Abdülhamid was multifaceted, encompassing both political and 

spiritual dimensions. Abū al-Hudā’s ability to navigate the political landscape of the 

Ottoman court, coupled with his spiritual authority as a Sufi shaykh, made him an 

indispensable figure in Abdülhamid’s efforts to consolidate his rule and promote Islamic 

unity. As a leading figure in the Rifāʿī order, Abū al-Hudā was instrumental in extending 

the influence of the Sufi orders across the Arab provinces of the Empire, using his spiritual 

authority to rally support for the Sultan-Caliph. One of the most intriguing aspects of Abū 

al-Hudā’s relationship with Abdülhamid is the way in which he was able to blend religious 

and political authority. The story of Abū al-Hudā interpreting a dream for the Sultan, which 

reportedly led to his appointment as Shaykh al-Mashāʾikh (head of the Sufi shaykhs in 

Istanbul), illustrates the deep connection between spiritual authority and political power in 

the Ottoman court. This blending of the religious and political realms was a hallmark of 
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Abdülhamid’s reign, and Abū al-Hudā’s role as both a religious leader and political advisor 

exemplifies this dynamic. 

 In addition to his political influence, Abū al-Hudā was a prolific author, producing 

over 200 works on a wide range of topics, including theology, Sufism, history, and ethics. 

His writings were instrumental in defending the legitimacy of Sultan Abdülhamid’s claim 

to the Caliphate and in promoting loyalty to the Sultan among the Muslim population of the 

Empire. One of his most famous works, Dāʿi al-Rashād li Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, 

was a didactic text that called upon Muslims to unite behind the Sultan-Caliph as the 

preeminent authority in Islam. This work, along with many others, reflects Abū al-Hudā’s 

commitment to preserving the traditional Islamic order and defending the authority of the 

Ottoman state. While much of the existing scholarship on Abū al-Hudā has focused on his 

political role, this chapter will also explore his contributions to Islamic thought, particularly 

in the areas of Sufism and theology. Abū al-Hudā’s defense of traditional Sufi practices, 

such as the veneration of saints and the belief in miracles (karāmāt), placed him in 

opposition to the reformist and modernist trends represented by figures like Muḥammad 

ʿAbduh and Rāshid Riḍā. At a time when reformist thinkers sought to align Islam with 

modern science and rationalism, Abū al-Hudā defended the compatibility of traditional Sufi 

practices with Islamic orthodoxy, arguing that they were an essential part of the Sunni 

tradition. Abū al-Hudā’s engagement with theological questions also demonstrates his 

adherence to the developed Sunni tradition. In his treatise al-Burhān al-Ṣādiq fī Tanzīh al-

Khāliq, he tackled the classic issue of divine transcendence, defending the orthodox Sunni 

position that God’s attributes should not be understood in anthropomorphic terms. This 

work, along with his defense of the traditional theological schools, situates Abū al-Hudā 
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within the broader framework of Sunni orthodoxy, while also highlighting his intellectual 

engagement with the theological debates of his time. 

 The study of Abū al-Hudā’s life and works has broader implications for our 

understanding of the intellectual and political history of the late Ottoman Empire and the 

role of Islamic conservatism in shaping the modern Middle East. By examining Abū al-

Hudā’s contributions, this chapter challenges the dominant narrative that has privileged 

reformist and modernist thinkers in the historiography of Islamic intellectual history. Abū 

al-Hudā’s life illustrates that conservative scholars and Sufi leaders were not merely 

reactionary figures but played an active role in shaping the political and intellectual 

responses to the challenges of modernity. Moreover, this chapter contributes to the growing 

body of scholarship that seeks to reevaluate the place of Sufism in modern Islamic thought. 

By examining Abū al-Hudā’s defense of traditional Sufi practices and his role in the 

promotion of the Rifāʿī order, this study highlights the continued relevance of Sufism as a 

vibrant and dynamic force in the political and religious life of the Ottoman Empire. In 

doing so, it challenges the notion that Sufism was an inherently apolitical or marginalized 

aspect of Islamic thought during this period. this chapter seeks to provide a comprehensive 

examination of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī’s life, intellectual contributions, and political 

significance. In the words of Thomas Eich, one of the few Western scholars to delve 

substantively into the works of al-Ṣayyādī, "A reading of his writings is a valuable 

contribution to complementing our understanding of what was happening in the Arab world 

around 1900, a time which proved to be formative for its intellectual developments during 
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the twentieth century."100 By situating his life within the broader context of Ottoman 

history and Islamic intellectual thought, it offers new insights into the role of conservative 

Islamic scholars in the modernization and preservation of the Ottoman state, as well as their 

engagement with the intellectual challenges posed by modernity. Abū al-Hudā’s life and 

works serve as a reminder that the intellectual history of Islam is far more complex than the 

dichotomy between reform and tradition often suggests. 

  

B. Early Life, Education and Sufi Connections 

Muhammad b. Hasan Wadi b. ’Alī b. Khuzām b. ’Alī al-Khuzām b. Hussein Burhān 

al-Dīn al-Rifā’ī al-Ṣayyādī (1847CE?-1909CE), more commonly known as Abū al-Hudā 

al-Ṣayyādī, was born in the village of Khan Shaykhun in the north of modern day Syria.101 

According to Abū al-Hudā, his great grandfather, al-Khuzām (d.1177/1763) became known 

for his association with miraculous events, or karamāt in the Sufi lexicon, and his tomb 

subsequently became a place of visitation of a degree of local renown.102 According to Abū 

al-Hudā it was his grandfather who was the founder of his household.103 According to 

Butrus Abu-Manneh, he took the name ‘al-Ṣayyādī’ from a local Sufi from whom he 

claimed descent, and from whom he took his silsilah, or Sufi chain of transmission in the 

 
100 Thomas Eich, “Nationalism, Ottomanism, Pluralism, Humanism: Extracts from the Sufi Writing of Abu’l 

Huda al-Sayyadi, 1903,” in The Modern Middle East: A Sourcebook for History, ed. Camron Michael Amin, 

Benjamin C. Fortna, and Elizabeth Brown Frierson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 316. 

101 See: Kāmil ibn Ḥusayn al-Ghazzī, Nahr al-Dhahab fī Tārīkh Ḥalab, 3 vols. (Aleppo: al-Maṭbaʻah al-

Marwānīyah, 1923–1926); on the village of Khān Shaykhūn at the beginning of the 20th century see: al-

Ghazzī, Nahr al-Dhahab fī Tārīkh Ḥalab, Vol I, pp. 242-243.  

102 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, Tanwīr al-Absār fī Ṭabaqāt al-Sādah al-Rifāʿīyah al-Akhyār (1889), 102,104. 

103 Ibid. 
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Rifā’ī order to which he was initiated.104 According to this silsilah, Abū al-Hudā is a 

descendant of the Prophet Muḥammad through his grandson Ḥussein via Abū al-Hudā’s 

lineage connecting him to Aḥmed al-Rifā’ī, the eponymous founder of the Rifā’ī order.105 

Abū al-Hudā claimed to have been initiated into the Rifā’ī order at the hands of his father 

as well one Shaykh ’Alī b. Khayr Allah al-Ṣayyādī of Aleppo and a Rifā’ī Shaykh from 

Iraq, Muḥammad Mahdī al-Rawwās.106  

 According to the biographical sources we do have, Abū al-Hudā’s father Ḥassan 

Wādī sent Abū al-Hudā to a local shaykh to begin his studies, learning the Qur’an and 

reading and writing, along with other subjects that pertained to the Islamic sciences.107 Abū 

al-Hudā is said to have completed the recitation of the Qur’an by the time he was six years 

old over a period of three months.108 He then studied the art of Qur’anic recitation (tajwīd) 

and the different recitations (qira’āt) under the tutelage of Shaykh Maḥmud b. al-Haj 

Ṭaha.109 He is said to have shown a high level of intelligence and mastered writing in a 

short period of time, from whence he turned to the study of Islamic jurisprudence. 

According to the sources, he is said to have studied a text titled al-matn al-Ghāyah wa al-

 
104 Abu-Manneh, "Sultan Abdulhamid II and Shaikh Abulhuda al-Sayyadi," 131. 

105 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira fī Asrār al-Sharīʿah (Egypt, 1905), 12. 

106 Abu al-Huda is also said to have been initiated into the Qadiri order at an early age, however, except for a 

brief mention of this in one of his first published works, he apparently did not mention it again. Abū al-Hudā 

al-Sayyādī, Hidāyat al-Sāʿī fī Ṭarīqat al-Ghawth al-Rifāʿī (Istanbul, 1289/1872), cited in al-Manar, I, p. 644f. 

See also: al-Sayyādī, al-Haqiqat al-Bāhira, p. 14.  

107 Abdulqādir al-Qudsī, al-Kawkab al-Munīr fī Tarjamat Abī al-Hudā al-Sayyādī (no p. or d.), 34.  

108 al-Haqiqat al-Bāhira, 13.  

109 Ibid. 
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Taqrīb, a famous 11th century text of Shafī’ī jurisprudence authored by Abū Shujā‘ al-

Isfahānī, along with one of its numerous commentaries with the aforementioned Shaykh 

Maḥmud b. al-Haj Ṭaha.110 He then is reported to have studied Hanafi jurisprudence in 

addition to a suite of other traditional Islamic sciences including the principles of Islamic 

jurisprudence (usūl), qur’anic interpretation (tafsīr), hadith, adab, rhetoric, eloquence, and 

history.111 Additionally, he is said to have memorized numerous texts and over one hundred 

thousand lines of didactic poetry.112 

Whereas Abu-Manneh presents Abū al-Hudā’s leanings towards Sufism as 

representing a dichotomy to the scholarly path113, a more holistic understanding of the 

nature of Sufism in the period in question as well as Abū al-Hudā’s own writings point to 

the fact that, although he did not seem to have engaged much in the way of academic 

pursuits, his comfort with scholarly topics went well beyond basic familiarity. In any case, 

it is his connection to the Rifā’ī order for which he became famous and for which he would 

ultimately prove useful to Sultan Abdülhamid II.  

As mentioned, Abū al-Hudā was most prominently associated with the Rifā’ī order 

although he was said to have been initiated at a young age into the Qādirī order that took its 

name from the famous ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jilānī. Outside of an early booklet published by 

Abū al-Hudā, he did not mention his affiliation to the Qādiris directly although he did 

 
110 Ibid. 

111 Ibid., 13-14. 

112 Ibid., 14; Al-Muqattam, no. 2016 (November 7, 1895), 210.   

113 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Shaikh Abulhuda Al-Sayyadi”, 131.  
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reference ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jilānī in numerous works discussing aspects of the Sufi path.114 

Abū al-Hudā claimed that his initiation into the Rifā’ī order was initially at the hands of his 

father, then through Shaykh ‘Alī Khaīr of Aleppo and Muḥammad Mahdī al-Rawwās. 

According to Abu-Manneh, the popularity and prevalence of the Rifā’ī in Aleppo and its 

surrounding environs may be enough to explain the attachment of Abū al-Hudā and his 

father to the order. However the political-economy in Aleppo in in the years after Abu al-

Huda was born as viewed through the lens of Hourani’s ‘politics of the notables’ paradigm, 

provide additional context into why the Rifā’īs may have been the tariqa of choice.  

Following the Aleppo Revolt of 1850, Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn, the son of Shaykh 

Abūlwafa, a Rifā’ī and Khalwatī shaykh, inherited control of his father’s zawiya, eventually 

surpassing his father in prominence.115 In the mid 1860s, he would become the Hanafi 

Mufti of Aleppo, although it was said that he was not sufficiently learned to qualify for the 

post.116 Shaykh Bahā’s rising prominence would appear to be connected to changes 

associated with the application of the first wave of Tanzimat reforms that altered the 

traditional relationship between the urban centres and the countryside. In this instance the 

countryside surrounding Aleppo, including Khan Shaykhun, became more attached to the 

fortunes of Aleppo itself and, consequentially, urban notables such as Shaykh Bahā’ gained 

prominence in the countryside. Abū al-Hudā appears to have developed a master-disciple 

 
114 See: al-Sayyādī, Hidāyat al-Sa’ī fī Tarīqat al-Ghawth al-Rifā’ī cited in al-Manar, I, p. 644f.  

115 Abu-Manneh, “Sultan Abdulahmid II and Shaikh Abulhuda al-Sayyadi,” 132.  

116 Muḥammad Rāghib al-Ṭabbākh, Iʿlām al-Nubalāʾ bi-Tārīkh Ḥalab al-Shahbāʾ, vol. 7 (Aleppo, 1926), 353.  
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relationship with Shaykh Bahā’ from a young age, fondly recalling visits to the Shaykh as a 

young boy along with his father where he learned awārid (Sufi odes) from the Shaykh.117  

Abū al-Hudā’s contacts with Shaykh Bahā’ would prove to be fortuitous for his own 

career. The Tanzimat reforms also provided an opening in that the improvement of security 

that accompanied reforms in the area allowed for the expansion of productive farmland and 

thusly increased the value of land that had hitherto been considered as essentially worthless. 

It is in this context that the shrine of Aḥmad al-Ṣayyād (d. 670AH), a site of annual 

visitations (ziyarāt) from local members of the Rifā’ī order, located near Khan Shaykhun 

would come to play a central role in Abū al-Hudā’s unexpected career in Ottoman 

officialdom. Close to the shrine there was an abandoned village called Matkin, which had 

previously been attached as an endowment to the shrine. According to a document from the 

shari’ah court in Ma’arrat al-Nu’mān issued in 1909CE, the shaykh of the shrine was also 

the overseer of its waqf on the condition that he was a Rifā’ī shaykh of good standing and a 

descendent of Aḥmed al-Ṣayyād.118  

There has a degree of scepticism expressed regarding Abū al-Hudā’s lineage, 

particularly his claim to be a descendent of Aḥmed al-Ṣayyād as well as the claim that al-

Ṣayyād  was a grandson of Shaykh Aḥmed al-Rifā’ī.119 Importantly, Abū al-Hudā also 

claimed that al-Rifā’ī was of sharifal lineage (i.e. he was a descendent of the Prophet 

 
117 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, Qilādat al-Jawāhir fī Dhikr al-Ghawth al-Rifāʿī wa-Atbāʿihi al-Akābir (Beirut: 

1883) 427.  

118 Document issued on the occasion of the transfer of the shrine to the son of Abū al-Hudā, Ḥasan Khālid, 

upon the former’s death. The original document was held by the daughter of Ḥasan Khālid. Cited in Abu-

Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Shaykh Abu al-Huda”, p.132.  

119 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, Rāḥat al-Arwāḥ (Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿa al-ʿUthmānīya, 1903), 78.  
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Muhammad), which through his linkages to Aḥmed al-Ṣayyād, also made Abū al-Hudā a 

descendent of the Prophet. As mentioned, this was a disputed lineage and one that Abu al-

Huda vigorously defended. For examples, in his al-Tārīkh al-Awāḥad, Abū al-Hudā takes 

issue with the assessment of the famous 13th century Mamluk-era historian and biographer 

Ibn Khallikān who wrote that al-Rifā’ī was of Bedouin descent (aṣluhu min al-’Arab). For 

Abū al-Hudā, this did not reflect the actual views of Ibn Khallikān, but was attributable to a 

scribal error in which the dot over the ‘ayn was mistakenly omitted, which would change 

the line in question from ‘from the Arabs’ to ‘from the west’ (min al-gharb) in reference to 

where his ancestors immigrated to following the Qarmatian occupation of Mecca in the 10th 

century CE.120 As far as Abū al-Hudā’s own life goes, the significance of this point lies in 

the fact that his own descent from the Prophet’s family was connected to Aḥmed al-Rifā’ī 

lineage. Without this lineage, he would not have legitimately fulfilled the necessary 

requirements to ascend to the office of Naqīb al-Ashrāf , an office reserved for descendants 

of the Prophet. Abu-Manneh speculates Abū al-Hudā’s emphasis on Aḥmad al-Rifā’ī’s 

noble lineage may have been made in order to bolster his and his family’s prominence in 

the area as well as strengthen his claim to the shrine of al-Ṣayyād121, which is a perfectly 

plausible assumption. However, absent any evidence to the contrary, it is just as plausible 

that al-Rifā’ī’s descent from the Prophet, and therefore Abū al-Hudā’s own lineage, was a 

genuinely held belief, whether it was ultimately true or not. In fact, as Abu-Manneh himself 

 
120 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, Al-Tārīkh al-Awḥad lil-Ghawth al-Rifāʿī al-Amjad (Beirut: al-Maḥrūsah), 33.  

121 Abu Manneh, “Abdulhamid and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi, p. 133.  
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acknowledges, proving such a claim, in either case, was all but impossible.122 Moreover, 

the fact that recognition as a sayyid or sharif in the Ottoman context appears to have been 

based on the testimony of others holding the status points to the fact that Abū al-Hudā’s 

claims were not seen as outlandish by those with more recognized lineages linking them to 

the Prophet and his family. As documented by Abu Manneh, in Abū al-Hudā’s case several 

prominent notables, including sayyids and others, from Aleppo and Damascus affixed their 

seals to his pedigree, most notably headed Abulwafa and his son, Bahā’ al-Dīn al-Rifā’ī.123 

The records show that he initially did not succeed in his application to the Ottoman 

authorities in Damascus to take over the shrine of al-Ṣayyād sometime around 1868-9.124 

However, a subsequent visit to Istanbul would set the stage for a lengthy career at the heart 

of Ottoman officialdom.125 

 

C. Early Career: First Contacts with Ottoman Officialdom  

Apart from what was presented above, little is known about his early life save what 

can be gleamed from various indications in his own works and from his biographical 

sources.126 Much more, however is known about his later life, particular as it relates to the 

period following his contacts with Ottoman officialdom. Although he never did actually 

 
122 Ibid.  

123 Ibid. 

124 H. H. al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl (Cairo: 1895), 42. 

125 Ibid.  

126 al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl, 13.  



82 

 

acquire the rights over the shine of al-Ṣayyād, in 1870 he was ultimately appointed Naqīb 

al-Ashrāf of Jisr al-Shughūr during the reign of Sultan Abdülaziz during his first recorded 

visit to Istanbul.127 Given that Jisr al-Shughūr was primarily populated by Alawites, the 

post of Naqīb and Abū al-Hudā’s appointment to it appears to have been done in order to 

serve the interests of local notables.128 Perhaps most importantly, it was the experience 

gained from this appointment that would prepare him for the much more significant post of 

Naqīb al-Ashrāf of Aleppo to which he would be appointed four years later at the age of 

twenty five following his return to Istanbul after the death of Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn al-

Rifā‘ī, the Hanafi mufti of Aleppo.129 To be appointed to such a prominent position 

historically reserved for more senior urban notables at such a young age and coming from 

such humble, rural roots was unusual to say the least.  

According to the available biographical sources, in 1875 he was once again 

summoned to Istanbul by Sultan Abdülaziz.130 After some time, he once again returned to 

Aleppo with an appointment to head a council supervising the Naqībs of Syria, Diyarbakir, 

Baghdad and Basra.131 As Abu Manneh rightly points out, if these biographical sources are 

taken at face value, a relatively young Abū al-Hudā was forming close ties with circles 

close to the palace in Istanbul. 

 
127 al-Sayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 15. 

128 Muḥammad Saʿīd al-Jundī, Tārīkh Maʿarrat al-Nuʿmān, 2 vols. (Damascus: 1964 ) Vol. 2, 218. 

129 al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl, 42, 133; see also: al-Sayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 15.  

130 al-Sayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 15 

131 al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl, 43. 
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Given the often-polemical nature of many of the sources that touch on Abū al-Hudā 

life, it is not a simple task to develop a clear picture of the charismatic qualities that would 

have no doubt been required to ascend to such a distinguished position at such young age 

and from such an apparently humble background. According to those who knew him, he 

was said to have a charming personality along with a high level of intelligence, eloquence, 

and a sharp memory.132 His friends and admirers, in particular, had glowing things to say 

about the Shaykh, which regardless of their basis in reality, offer insight into the types of 

qualities Abū al-Hudā was said to have possessed that would have undoubtedly helped 

facilitate his rise. For example, Qādrī Efendi al-Ḥalabī, the Second Secretary to Sultan 

Abdülhamid II and author of a book titled The Enlightening Star Concerning the Life of 

Professor al-Sayyid Muḥammad Abū al-Hudā Efendi al-Ṣayyādī al-Rifā’ī (al-Kawkab al-

Munīr fī Tarjamat al-Ustādh al-Sayyid Muḥammad Abū al-Hudā Efendi al-Ṣayyādī al-

Rifā’ī al-Shahīr) described Abu al-Huda as: 

The sword of the shari’a drawn in the face of innovators, designated sabre of truth at 

the service of our lord master, our Imam, Commander of the Faithful […] A model 

for all Shaykhs, deep-rooted mountain and magical treasure endowed with a variety 

of gifts and insight. He is a boundless sea that gushes forth will all manner of 

extraordinary qualities and political talents; the lord from whose noble ideas 

intelligent men borrow flashes of brilliance; the craftsman whose sublime and 

unapproachable gates are the very goal of every student of wisdom and learning.133 

 

 
132 Al-Ḥimsī, Udabā’ Ḥalab dhawū al-athar fī al-qarn al-tāsiʻ ashar (Ḥalab, Maṭbaʻat ala-Ḍād, 1969), 105-

106.  

133 See: Al-Muqattam no. 2016, November, 1895, cited in Roger Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans: Istanbul 

in the Twilight of the Ottoman Empire, The First English Translation of Egyptian Ibrahim al-Muwaylihi’s Ma 

Hunalik (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), 126.  
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In any case, it was clear that the young Shaykh was being groomed to fill leading roles in 

Syria and beyond, and would ultimately place him at the heart of the palace in Istanbul at a 

time when the contours of the emergent Ottoman conservatism were being formed.  

 Abū al-Hudā’s rise can also be contextualised within political developments in the 

1870s that concerned differences among the elite classes over the nature of the system of 

government and state. In essence, these divisions were related to divergent ideas about the 

future viability of the state and the path that would lead them there. In short, both parties 

were concerned with the survival of the state in face of the various centrifugal pressures 

being exerted on the social and political structures of the Empire.  

These divisions, which first emerged among the ruling elite in Istanbul and only 

spread to the provinces, were broadly centred on the issue of reform. In 1871, following the 

death of ‘Ali Pasha, these divisions came to the forefront. On the one hand was a group that 

wanted to continue to push the reforms initiated by ‘Ali and Fuad Pasha, seeking to 

establish a common Ottoman identity on the basis of shared territoriality and citizenship. 

This became known as Osmanlilik, or Ottomanism, and represents a largely secularized 

vision for the Empire based on appeals to a loosely defined common identity amongst the 

Empire’s diverse subjects. On the other hand were a group of more traditionally-oriented 

thinkers who sought to preserve a system of identity based on confessional grounds, with 

an emphasis on loyalty to the Sultan as the unifying force among the Empire’s inhabitants. 

For the former group, the end of what they considered to be the arbitrary rule of the Sultan 

and the establishment of civil equality between Muslims and others in the Empire was not 

only a requirement for the conduct of good government, but was ultimately necessary for 

the very survival of the Empire itself. For the latter, anything done to weaken the authority 
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of the Sultan and the preponderance of the Muslim element would lead the Empire to 

ruin.134 

 In Aleppo, the split played out along similar lines, engendering elite rivalry between 

notable families. Several families, including the Jābirīs, the Kethūdas, and the Kawākibīs 

supported the reformist trend in Istanbul, whereas the Qudsī, the Mudarris, and the Rifā’ī 

families supported the more conservative trend.135 With the rise of Sultan Abdulaziz (r. 

1861-1876), conservatives increasingly gained access to positions of power in Istanbul. It 

also appears to have provided an opportunity for conservatives in the Arab provinces to 

assert themselves over their rivals. Although this dynamic experienced some degree of ebb 

and flow with the deposition of Abdulaziz and the resulting power struggle in Istanbul, it 

was firmly re-established with the ascent of Sultan Abdülhamid. If anything, these 

dynamics were intensified with conservatives rising above their rivals both in Istanbul and 

in the provinces, Syria being no exception to this.  

 

D. The Hamidian Years 

 Abū al-Hudā was not immune to the turmoil that accompanied the deposition of 

Sultan Abdulaziz. Sources indicate that, shortly after the removal of Abdulaziz, he was 

dismissed from his post as Naqīb al-Ashrāf of Aleppo, only to be re-appointed following 

Abdülhamid’s assumption of the office of the Sutlan later in 1876.136 In addition to his new 

 
134 Hourani, Liberal Thought, 105.  

135 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 135.  

136 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, Qiladāt al-Nahr (Cairo, 1897), 51.  
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re-affirmed position as Naqīb al-Ashrāf,  he was also given the rank of Haramayn, a high 

ranking position within the official Ottoman hierarchy of ‘ulemā’. Sometime around the 

end of 1876CE, Abū al-Hudā once again set off for Istanbul along with a group of close 

associates from the Aleppo region, among whom was a certain ’Abd al-Qādir al-Qudsī 

from the aforementioned Qudsī family.137 ’Abd al-Qādir, who entered into the service of 

Sultan Abdülhamid following the dissolution of the Ottoman parliament in 1878 (he had 

been elected as a representative of Aleppo in the elections for the first Ottoman parliament), 

would prove to be a great supporter of Abū al-Hudā in the imperial court.138 According to 

the sources available to us, Abū al-Hudā was personally received by Abdülhamid within 

days of his arrival in Istanbul and was reportedly requested to meet with the Sultan on a bi-

weekly basis.139  

The nature of the relationship Abū al-Hudā developed with the Sultan was a matter 

of some disagreement. What is clear is that it was a multifaceted relationship that involved 

both what we would consider today as secular/political and spiritual components. The 

following story illustrates how Abū al-Hudā’s relationship with the Sultan lay at the 

intersection of these arenas that we so often consider to be separate realms today. 

Presumably prior to his regular meetings with the Sultan began, Sultan Abdülhamid 

reportedly related a dream to Halat Pasha, one of Abū al-Hudā’s associates, who then told 

the Sultan of a learned Shaykh he knew (in reference to Abū al-Hudā) who was in “close 

 
137 Al-Qudsī, al-Kawkab al-Munīr, 43.  

138 al-Ṭabbākh, Iʿlām al-Nubalāʾ, Vol.3, 437.  

139 Al-Qudsī, al-Kawkab al-Munīr, 43; al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl, 44.  
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communion with God.”140 While the specific contents of the dream were not reported, 

Halat Pasha reportedly informed Abdülhamid that should this dream be related to the 

Shaykh, he (Abū al-Hudā) would be able to interpret it for the Sultan in a manner that 

would unveil its realities. As the story goes, the Sultan ordered Abū al-Hudā to be brought 

to him. During their meeting, Abū al-Hudā offered the Sultan an interpretation of his dream 

that was said to have pleased him. Several days later, Abū al-Hudā reported that he had 

been visited by the Prophet in a dream in which the Prophet instructed him to inform 

Abdülhamid of something directly, without going through an intermediary. With the 

Empire preparing to announce the outbreak of the Crimean war, reports of Abū al-Hudā’s 

dream reportedly sent shockwaves through the palace.141 In this context it is important to 

note that, in the Islamic milieu, dreams of the Prophet, while not uncommon, are taken as a 

sign of true sincerity and, should they be true, were as somehow taking part in prophethood. 

In any event, the complex political context at the time would certainly have served to 

augment the sense of both awe and trepidation that such a claim appears to have 

engendered. The Sultan reportedly ordered that Abū al-Hudā reveal what he had been told 

to one of the Sultan’s aides, which Abū al-Hudā refused, pointing out that he had been 

instructed to convey the message directly to the Sultan himself.142 Given that Sultan did not 

speak Arabic nor did, as far as can be discerned, Abū al-Hudā speak Turkish, the Sultan 

appointed a translator to mediate between the two, to which Abū al-Hudā once again 

 
140 Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans, 117.  

141 Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans, 117. 

142 Ibid.  
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refused. Two days later, Abū al-Hudā appeared at the palace claiming that he could now 

speak Turkish and could therefore communicate the message directly with the Sultan, and 

according to Muwaīlihī’s telling, Abū al-Hudā did indeed speak in what he describes as 

“eloquent Turkish”, which he claimed to have learned after the Prophet visited him in 

another dream in which he spit in his mouth.143 Upon hearing this, the Sultan is said to have 

opened an investigation into whether or not Abū al-Hudā had previously been known to 

speak Turkish, contrary to what he claimed. Witness statements brought forward  through 

the investigation all testified to the fact that he had indeed not known a single word of 

Turkish before that day.144 Al-Muwaīlihī ends the story as follows: “The Shaykh now went 

in to see the Sultan and gave him the Prophet’s message. No one knows what it was.”145 

Shortly thereafter, Abū al-Hudā was appointed to the position of Shaykh al-Mashā’ikh, the 

head of the Sufi Shaykhs in Istanbul.146 

To our modern sensibilities, this story is jarring and perhaps even easily dismissed 

as nothing more than legend. However, the fact that it was conveyed by al-Muwaīlihī, a 

severe critic of Abū al-Hudā, without casting doubt on its authenticity, not only speaks to 

the general credulity of such events at the time, but more importantly, the extent to which 

Abū al-Hudā was clearly able to ingratiate himself with the Sultan. Whatever one wishes to 

believe regarding the matter, from that moment on Abū al-Hudā enjoyed a remarkable 

 
143 Ibid., 118.  

144 Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans, 119 
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position with Abdülhamid. In fact, al-Muwaīlihī himself opined that he did not believe that 

there is anyone who could topple Abū al-Hudā from this position and that nothing that the 

Sultan utters, night or day, escapes the Shaykh’s notice.147 

Even a brief period of exile back to Aleppo in 1878148, likely the result of the 

Sultan’s growing discomfort with those around him questioning his closeness to Abū al-

Hudā, would not significantly alter this dynamic. Within a few months of his brief exile, 

Abū al-Hudā was called back to Istanbul by the Sultan and reportedly became the Sultan’s 

private religious teacher.149 According to al-Muwaīlihī, this was done following the 

intervention of Aḥmad As’ad and Hajj ‘Ali Bey, two courtiers in the Hamidian court,150 the 

latter of which was the Sultan’s second ante-chambre.151 Following his return to Istanbul, 

Abū al-Hudā’s stock continued to rise. In 1881 he was bestowed with the grade of Kazi-

asker of Istanbul152 and in 1885 was given the title of Kazi-asker of Rumeli, the highest 

rank in the official hierarchy of religious functionaries in the Ottoman Empire.153  

Whatever the basis of Abū al-Hudā’s success in Istanbul, questions remain as to 

what brought him to Istanbul in the first place and what ultimately were the reasons why 

 
147 Ibid., 136.  

148 See: Al-Jawā’ib, June 12, 1878; Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 136. Abu-

Manneh argues that Abū al-Hudā’ṣ unusual success was likely at the root of his exile back to Aleppo given 

the jealousy and intrigue that it inevitably engendered.  

149 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 136. 

150 Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans, 188.  

151 Tahsin Paşa, Abdülhamid ve Yıldız Hatıraları (Ankara: Dorlion Yayınevi, 2023), 9. 

152 al-Tuwayrānī, al-Qawl al-Faṣl, 45.  

153 Ibid., 46.  
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Sultan Abdülhamid was so interested in this Sufi Shaykh from the Syrian countryside. His 

personal networks certainly helped ingratiate him with the Sultan and other officials in the 

capital, the most notable of which included the aforementioned ’Abd al-Qādir al-Qudsī, 

who was both a friend and a follower of Abū al-Hudā’ṣ.154 Most importantly, he was an 

important ally of Abū al-Hudā’s in fractious imperial court. According to Abu-Manneh, the 

years in which ’Abd al-Qādir held high office at the palace were both the happiest and most 

successful years in Abū al-Hudā’s career.155 Sayyid Aḥmad As’ad156 was another figure 

that played a significant role in Abū al-Hudā’s story. A Hijazi of Turkish origin, Aḥmad 

As’ad was one of the numerous Arab notables that Abdülhamid surrounded himself with 

during his reign. Assigned to a role as an intermediary between the palace and the Porte, 

Aḥmad As’ad would have been well-placed to advise Abū al-Hudā on how to navigate 

relations with the palace.157 Within the intra-court intrigue in which Abū al-Hudā was 

involved, Aḥmad As’ad and Abū al-Hudā together formed a what al-Muwailihi referred to 

as a “phalanx” in their confrontation with their rivals.158 

With regards to Sultan Abdülhamid’s thoughts on Abū al-Hudā, unfortunately we 

can only really speculate. While Abū al-Hudā came to play a key role in the Sultan’s 

outreach to the Empire’s Arab provinces, whether or not the Sultan initially summoned Abū 

 
154 See: Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 137.  

155 Ibid. 

156 For more on al-Sayyid Ahmad As’ad, see: Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans,, 189-194.  

157 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 137. 

158 Allen, Spies, Scandals, and Sultans, 192.  
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al-Hudā to Istanbul merely for the purpose of explicitly utilizing him in the propagation of 

pan-Islamic ideas remains an open question. Abu-Manneh suggests that the Sultan had no 

clearly defined political strategy until at least 1882,159 and while Abū al-Hudā’s influence 

with the Sufi turuq, particularly the Rifā’īyya in Syria and Iraq, would prove to be useful in 

trying to win broader support for Abdülhamid among the Muslim masses, a more 

systematic effort at leveraging the influence of the Rifā’īyya in particular does not seem to 

have occurred until at least 1887, nearly eight years following Abū al-Hudā’s settling in 

Istanbul.160  

For others, Abū al-Hudā’s rise was explainable partly through the what have often 

been seen as the Sultan’s allegedly superstitious tendencies and his penchant for trying to 

understand future potentials through the predictions of ‘soothsayers’.161 This is the 

viewpoint that has at times referred to Abū al-Hudā as a Rasputin-like figure who had 

somehow hypnotized the Sultan for his own self-serving purposes. The above-mentioned 

story related from al-Muwaīlihī certainly lends itself to such an interpretation, particularly 

through the eyes of a Westerner such as Sir Edwin Pears, author of a 1917 publication titled 

The Life of Abdul Hamid. It is for this reason that Abu al-Huda often came to be known as 

the court astrologer162, despite the fact that there is no evidence that Abu al-Huda was 

trained in the science of astrology (’ilm al-Nujūm). Such an explanation is demonstrative of 

 
159 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abulhuda al-Sayyadi”, 138.  

160 Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”, 70. As Eich points out, prior to 1887 only two shrines under Abū al-Hudā’s 

control had received financial support from Istanbul.  

161 Edwin Pears, Life of Abdul Hamid (London: Constable & Company Ltd., 1917), 110.  

162 Pears, Life of Abdul Hamid, 290.  
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lack of understanding on the specificity with which even the so-called ‘occult’ sciences 

were understood in the Islamic tradition, but also effectively serves to deny both political 

foresight and a genuine religious inclination, in this instance, on the part of Abdülhamid. 

Relatedly, the explanation that the Sultan was merely wishing to put on a display of piety163 

is also insufficient to account for the position occupied by Abū al-Hudā and others in the 

Hamidian court. As will be subsequently explored, while Abdülhamid’s own religious 

inclinations do seem to have played a role in his decision to surround himself with Sufi 

Shaykhs and arguably accounts, at least partially, for his high level of trust and confidence 

in them, Abū al-Hudā, among others, played a key role in the articulation of Abdülhamid’s 

conservative political vision, particularly in Arabic speaking lands of the empire. The 

reverse is also true; by keeping influential figures such as Abū al-Hudā close, the Sultan 

could mitigate the potential of that influence being used against him. Thus, while the Sultan 

may not have had particular policy program in mind in bringing Abū al-Hudā to Istanbul, 

the fact that he was by all accounts a shrewd and calculating statesman lends credence to 

the argument that it was a calculated and deliberate decision, albeit a multifaceted one.  

Abū al-Hudā seems to have lost some measure of influence throughout the 1890s as 

a result of the rise of some of his court rivals, the most notable of which was another 

Syrian, Aḥmad ‘Izzat ‘Ābid from Damascus, a lawyer and an integral actor in legal reforms 

undertaken in Damascus and Beirut in the 1880s.164 However, he continued to publish 

 
163 Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
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regularly and still appears to have been an integral part of the Sultan’s outreach to the Arab 

provinces. Following the deposition of Abdülhamid in 1908, Abū al-Hudā was exiled by 

the new CUP leaders to the Princes’ Islands in the Sea of Marmara off the coast of Istanbul. 

His views on constitutionalism were never clearly presented, although it has been said that 

he tried to convince Abdülhamid to accept the merits of the constitution and 

constitutionalism in general.165 Abū al-Hudā died a year later, in 1909, and was initially 

buried at his zawiya in the Istanbul district of Besiktas. Ten years later, however, and for 

reasons that are not entirely clear his grave was dug up and moved to the Sayyadi Zawiya 

in Aleppo.166 

 

E. Situating Abū al-Hudā’s Thought  

In addition to his courtly life, Abū al-Hudā was also a prolific author. Between 

1880-1908, over 212 titles of books and pamphlets attributed to al-Ṣayyādi were published 

between Beirut, Istanbul, and Cairo. There were also several regularly printed journals 

associated with al-Ṣayyādi’s various circles, most notably in Cairo, Damascus and 

Istanbul.167 Covering a wide range of topics and taking a variety of stylistic approaches, the 

major themes of these writings have been distilled by Abu-Manneh as follows: (1) 

defending the legitimacy of sultan Abdülhamid’s assumption of the Caliphate and calling 

upon Muslims to rally behind him; (2) propagating the Rifā’ī order; (3) defending himself 

 
165 Taken from conversations with Rifā’ī followers in Istanbul’s Fatih district in early 2020.  

166 al-Sayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 21.  

167 See: Mustafa Ince, “Pro-Ottoman Press in Egypt in the Late Nineteenth Century: 

The Case Of Al-Sayyādī Circle in Egypt”, International Journal of Turcologia, Vol: IX No: 18  
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against attacks of his enemies and emphasising his sharifal lineage.168 Abu-Manneh further 

adds that: 

What underlined these publications was the acceptance of latter-day Islam with its 

heavy mystical content and fatalistic attitude to life, and justification of absolute 

government. Such concepts suited the sultan’s plans and policies.169 

 

Among those who have examined Abū al-Hudā’s life and works, even if in passing, 

there has been a general agreement regarding the nature of his writings; namely that they 

were primarily intended as a means of advancing Abdülhamid’s political project. Hourani 

identifies the core of this project as a call to Muslims, both within and outside of Ottoman 

borders, to not only recognize the Ottoman Sultan as the legitimate calif of Islam but to 

follow him without question.170 The most famous work of this genre was a didactic text 

dedicated to promoting loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph. Titled Dā’i al-Rashād lī sabīl al-

ittiḥād wa al-inqiyāḍ.  The core of its message was that the absolute political authority of 

Sultan-Caliph was the pre-eminent system of government in Islam and Muslims, both 

within the Empire and without, should unite around Abdülhamid as the Sultan-Caliph. The 

arguments in this work will be dealt with in some detail in a subsequent section, however, it 

is sufficient for our purposes there to say that Dā’i al-Rashād clearly articulated a message 

that those who sought to undermine the Sultan were traitors not only to the Ottoman state, 

but to Islam and Muslims wherever they may be. Traces of this notion are found scattered 

 
168 Abu Manneh, "Sultan ' Abdulhamid II and Shaikh Abū lHudā al-Ṣayyādi," 140.  

169 Ibid. 

170 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 107.  
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through many of Abū al-Hudā’s other writings. The bulk of Abū al-Hudā’s publications, 

however, were not primarily devoted to political issues.171 Most of his works were devoted 

primarily to matters ranging from theological issues and Sufism to history, genealogy, and 

ethics. This has often led to his non-political writings being neglected, or, his work being 

treated in an atomistic fashion.172 However, by situating Abū al-Hudā’s works within a 

broad paradigm of developed Sunni orthodoxy, a clearer picture emerges of the 

interconnectedness between his political and non-political writings, and ultimately to the 

nature of the conservatism in the Hamidian era.  

 Aaron Spevack’s Three-Dimensional Gabrielian Paradigm provides a framework 

through which we can more holistically assess Abū al-Hudā’s thought. The basis of this 

paradigm consists of three core sciences (making up the three-dimensions); namely law, 

theology, and mysticism (or Sufism). In the developed Sunni tradition, these three 

dimensions came to be embodied, respectively, by the four established Sunni legal schools 

(madhabs) represented by the Hanafī, Mālikī, Shāfi‘ī, and Hanbalī schools; the Ash‘arī, 

Māturīdī, and Atharī theological schools; and the various Sufi orders who also adhered to 

the above theological and legal schools in some form or another.173 What Spevack 

identifies as the ‘archetypal Sunni scholar’: 

Is a jurist who feels the need for authenticity and authority in legal rulings and 

theological doctrines. He or she is a theologian who, in addition to needing 

authenticity an authority in transmission, feels the need for reason and revelation to 

 
171 Abu-Manneh references five titles in addition to Dā’ī al-Rashād lī al-Sabīl al-ittihād wa al-Inqiyād that 

were exclusively devoted to politics, however these titles appear to have never actually been published.  

172 See: Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”, 79-86.  

173 Aaron Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar: Law, Theology, and Mysticism in the Synthesis of al-Bajuri 

(PhD diss., Boston University, 2008), 2.   
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harmonize in the realm of theology, in a way that does not lead to excess, either in 

metaphorical or anthropomorphic interpretation. The archetypal scholar is also a 

mystic, who seeks a spiritual (ruhānī) experience of faith, one achieved and explained 

without contradiction or conflict with their juristic and theological views.174 

 

Moreover, he represents “a normative model of Sunni Islamic scholarship that includes a 

diversity of thought and opinion within a broad, yet set methodological framework […]” 

and ultimately points to the fact that Sunni orthodoxy “is a methodology as much as it is a 

set of creedal and legal points.”175  

 

F. Sufism and the Question of Miracles 

 Beginning with the question of Sufism, or taṣawwuf as it is known indigenously 

within the Sunni Islamic tradition, it is important to remember that the Sufism represented 

in the developed Sunni tradition was fully integrated into both the legal and theological 

traditions. Numerous contemporary treatments of Sufism, as briefly touched on above, 

frame Sufism as a distinct Islamic sect or even a collection or beliefs and practices that is 

entirely disconnected from normative or traditional Islam. Practices and institutions 

emerging from the Sufi tradition had been well integrated into most Muslim societies long 

before the 19th century. In Syria, the tradition of opening zawiyas dates back at least to the 

12th century, and the days of Ṣalāh al-Dīn al-Ayyūbī, and continued to accelerate under the 

Mamluks who ruled Syria from the mid 13th century until being defeated by the Ottomans 

in the early 16th century.  

 
174 Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 1.  

175 Ibid., 3-5.  
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In the late 19th century, one of the most controversial issues relating to Sufism 

concerned the issue of saintly miracles, or karamāt. For many reformist thinkers, including 

Muḥammad ’Abduh and his protégé Rāshid Riḍā’, part and parcel of their particular project 

of responding to European modernity was to demonstrate Islam’s compatibility with the 

natural sciences, and natural law in particular. The Qur’anic verse “you will not find a 

change in God’s habits” (Qu’ran 33:62) was often invoked by reformist and modernist 

thinkers to illustrate that the Qur’an already contained perhaps the most important key 

assumption of modern natural sciences, namely that there existed a set of unchangeable 

natural laws. Karamāt, long a widely accepted phenomenon among both Sunni scholars and 

laypeople alike, involved the occurrence of events outside of these norms, and were thus 

considered to be ‘miraculous’. 

Classical theological thinking developed an understanding of these occurrences 

based on God’s omnipotence and a theology in which God created each moment in time as 

it occurred. Even more rationally-minded scholars of the period, such as Abū al-Hudā’s 

contemporary Ḥussaīn al-Jisr (1845CE-1909CE) expressed skepticism towards the type of 

rationality on offer from ’Abduh and Riḍā’. The type of reasoning that would require one to 

deny the existence of such occurrences as was seen by al-Jisr as unnecessary and even 

anathema to a proper understanding of God’s unlimited power.176 In his famous Risālah, al-

Jisr presents a full list of Prophetic miracles above and beyond the more famous narrations 

of his splitting the moon, speaking to trees and animals, and making water flow from 

 
176 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 158.  
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between his fingers.177 ’Abduh and Riḍā’ took a somewhat different line in their bid to 

highlight Islam’s rational orientation and to distance it from what they considered to be 

“superstitious” folk practices.178 ’Abduh’s thought was eclectic in many ways, drawing as it 

did from a range of often divergent sources from the Mu’tazilah and Ibn Taymīyyah to Ibn 

Rushd and al-Ghazālī. However, he placed particular emphasis on what he saw as the 

necessity of ‘purifying’ Islam from heterodox Sufi practices such as prayers seeking the 

intercession of saints (awliyā’).179 

Karamāt were the exclusive domain of the awliyā’ with Prophetic miracles labelled  

as mu‘jizāt. The difference between these two lay primarily in their intended purpose. 

While mu‘jizāt were bestowed upon prophets as proof of their prophetic mission, karamāt 

were performed by saintly figures as a result of their attainment of a high spiritual status. 

Despite this clear demarcation, the karamāt-mu‘jizāt continuum presented problems for 

those who sought to dismiss the occurrence of karamāt as mere folk practices with no 

legitimate place in the Islamic tradition. For ’Abduh, if the natural world operated 

according to regular and knowable laws, which were analogous to God’s sunan, how then 

could events that appear to transcend these laws be accounted for? By subtly distinguishing 

between God’s laws and the laws of nature, with God being absolutely omnipotent, he left 

open the possibility for the miraculous to occur in a way that was ultimately unknowable to 

 
177 Husayn al-Jisr, Al-Risala al-Hamidiya fi Haqiqat al-Diyana al-Islamiya wa-Haqiqat al-Shariʿa al-

Muhammadiya [A Hamidian Treatise on the Truth of Islam and the Shariʿa], with an introduction by 

Muhammad al-Jisr (Cairo: Idarat al-Tibaʿa al-Muniriya, 1933), 26-28.  

178 Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 159.  

179 Ibid., 167.  



99 

 

the contingent human mind.180 Importantly, this effectively sidestepped the question of the 

miraculous that so bothered modernist thinkers and shifted it away from the realm of the 

everyday to the realm of things that happened in the past.  

Abū al-Hudā and other conservative figures were certainly not immune from the 

often overwhelming wave of modernist thinking. The politics of the day, characterized by 

concerns over the future of the Empire and infused with anxieties over civilizational decline 

in the face of European power and technical know-how, profoundly influenced debates on 

issues related to Islam, particularly those deemed to now stand outside of the new 

scientifically-informed rationalism. For those such as Abū al-Hudā who sought to defend 

and preserve the established Sunni tradition, this engendered a certain degree of 

defensiveness in their thinking. The shift in tone noted by Commins in the conservative 

Damascene publication al-ḥaqīqah following the deposition of Abdülhamid in 1908 

towards a more ‘reasoned’ approach suggested a recognition of the efficacy of reformist 

discourse on the part of conservative thinkers.181 However, despite this shift, the issues that 

represented the core of the divergence between conservatives and reformists remained, 

including the conservative defence of miracles. Abū al-Hudā’s thinking on these matters 

seems to have followed a similar line of reasoning. While karamāt did indeed represent a 

break in the usually-observed state of affairs, it was not up to the saint when or where such 

an event would occur.182 In other words, karamāt did indeed occur, however, they were not 

 
180 Ibid., 174.  

181 Commins, Islamic Reform, 123.  

182 See: Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Ibhāt al-jāhid fī itbāt harq al-’awā’id (Beirut, 1905).  



100 

 

within the control of the walī, but rather were determined by God in accordance with 

predominant views on God’s omnipotence and its relation to the nature of reality. 

Interestingly, the foremost reformist publication of the day, al-Manār, took a strikingly 

similar line, however, the intention seems to have been to dismiss the vast majority of cases 

of karamāt as tricks performed by fraudsters183, rather than to defend their occurrence as an 

ongoing reality and a  long-standing point of acceptance amongst the Sunni scholarly class. 

This distinction is particularly important given that under the leadership of Rāshid Riḍā’, 

al-Manār would become increasingly hostile towards conservative defenders of so-called 

‘popular religion’.  

The issue of shatḥiyāt, or theopathic utterances, expressed in a state of spiritual 

ecstasy represent another issue at the core of the divergence between modernist or reformist 

thought and those of the conservatives. Perhaps the most discussed of these occurrences 

was al-Hallāj’s famous utterance ana al-Ḥaqq (I am the Truth), for which he was ultimately 

executed.184 It is important to mention in this regard that even among more traditionally-

inclined religious scholars, there were important points of disagreement on both the nature 

an permissibility of shatḥiyāt. For example, late 18th century Egyptian scholar Ibrahīm al-

Bājūrī adopted the opinion that these types of theopathic utterances, although problematic 

on a number of levels, were ultimately excused because those who made them were not in a 

 
183 See: al-Manār, I (1898),  410-416. A concise English summary of the argument is provided in Charles C. 

Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt: A Study of the Modern Reform Movement Inaugurated by 

Muhammad 'Abduh (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), 140.  

184 There is some disagreement over whether al-Hallāj was executed for this or for his heterodox view that the 

hajj could be substituted with a similar ritual done in one’s home. See: Louis Massignon, The Passion of al-

Hallaj: Mystic and Martyr of Islam, trans. Herbert Mason, vol. 1, The Life of al-Hallaj (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1982), 266–270.  
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state of soundness of mind when they were made due to the intoxication caused by 

witnessing the divine.185 This opinion was also adopted by figures as divergent as Ibn 

Taymīyyah and al-Ghazālī.186 Thus, it is of no particular surprise that Abū al-Hudā appears 

to have distanced himself from these practices, without actually negating or denouncing 

them.187 This is precisely the context that Abū al-Hudā’s repeated assertion that there was 

no contradiction between Sufism and the Sharī‘ah should be understood in that the latter 

serves as the framework for the former. Some have taken this as evidence of Abū al-Hudā’s 

intellectual and spiritual proximity to the reformist camp188, however, such a position 

neglects to take into account the long-standing positions of the developed Sunni tradition. 

Sufism – in this instance represented by the stand-in of ṭarīqa – is the means to a realization 

of ultimate reality as represented by the secrets of the sacred law. Rather than being 

transcended, in this schema, the sharī’ah plays an axial role in facilitating spiritual 

advancement. Quoting al-Rifā’ī, Abū al-Hudā states that “everything differing from the 

Sharī‘ah is heresy (kull mā yukhālif al-sharī‘ah zandaqa).189  

This latter position, interpreted by Eich as demonstrating a growing affinity between 

Abū al-Hudā’s worldview and that of the reformists190, in fact broadly represents the 

 
185 Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 160.  

186 See: Ibid., chapter 1 & 2 for a detailed discussion of the respective positions of these figures.  

187  Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, al-Raqā’iq al-Rawwāsīya (Beirut, 1906), 10.  

188 See: Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”, 61-87.  

189 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Qalā’id al-Zabarjad ʿalā Ḥikam Mawlānā al-Ghawth al-Sharīf al-Rifāʿī (Cairo: 

al-Maṭbaʿa al-Khayriyya, 1903) 38.  

190 See: Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”, 61-87.  
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historical mainstream of the Sunni tradition’s view on Sufism and its place in religious life. 

In a commentary on his own didactic poem explicating the Islamic creed from an Ash’arite 

perspective titled al-Kharīdat-l-Baḥīyyah, Aḥmed Dardīr (d.1786), an 18th-century Azhari 

scholar describes Sufism as the inward realization of the principles of belief and as being 

integral to traversing the path to God.191 Dardīr defines taṣawwuf as knowledge of the roots 

by which the heart is reformed and the senses rectified; taking precautions of the commands 

and prohibitions outlined in the sacred law (sharī’ah); restricting oneself to the essentials of 

permissible actions; seriousness in traversing towards God; and reformation of the heart in 

order to achieve the highest reward in the afterlife.192 As it concerns the present discussion, 

the second point is particularly salient as it points to the fact that within the framework of 

reforming the heart and purifying the senses, the sharī’ah is the primary arbiter.  

This is made more clear in Dardīr’s discussion of the interrelatedness of ṭarīqah, 

sharī’ah and ḥaqīqah, a common tripart classification found in much of the literature of the 

developed Sufi tradition. For Dardīr, Sufism as ‘works’ (‘amal) is ṭarīqah. In his schema, 

the ḥaqīqah, ultimate reality, represents the secrets of the sharī’ah, knowledge of which is 

the fruits of traversing the ṭarīqah, “as it is the knowledge and gnosis acquired by the hearts 

of the wayfarer after clarifying it from the burrs of human nature.”193 In other words, 

Sufism – in this instance represented by the stand-in of ṭarīqah – is the means to a 

realization of ultimate reality as represented by the secrets of the sacred law.  For Bajūrī, 

 
191 Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad al-ʿAdawī al-Dardīr, Sharḥ al-Kharīda al-Bahiyya fī ʿIlm al-Tawḥīd (Cairo: 

1786), 163. 

192 al-Dardīr, Sharḥ al-Kharīda, 163. 

193 al-Dardīr, Sharḥ al-Kharīda, 164 
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Sufism represents the fruits of the sharī‘ah in that it’s benefits include making “proper and 

good the states (ahwāl) of the individual, for it contains the incitement towards purification 

of beliefs (al-ʿitiqād) and perfection of rightness of actions.”194 In addition to the discussion 

in the previous section regarding the need to develop a proper understanding of how Sufism 

was viewed from within the Sunni tradition, the preceding discussion points to the fact that 

Abū al-Hudā’s views ultimately reflect a continuity that is characteristic of the conservative 

view on Sufism. In other words, it is Abū al-Hudā’s ‘archetypal’ orientation that is reflected 

in his views on Sufism and its place in the Islamic tradition represents continuity, rather 

than a shift towards modernist views on the subject.  

 

G. Ijtihād and Taqlīd 

 By far the most treated subject of the controversies of the day, the ijtihād – taqlid 

issue took up relatively little of Abū al-Hudā’s attention, at least as reflected in his writings. 

This may be due to the fact that he was not primarily a legal scholar (faqīh). However, 

when understood within the context of Abū al-Hudā’s traditional Sunni orientation, one 

could just as legitimately argue that he likely felt no great need to engage in a debate that, 

while not unimportant to him, was rather peripheral to his primary concerns. As discussed 

above, Abū al-Hudā’s training first in the Shafi’ī and then the Hanafī schools situates him 

very much within the mold of the traditional Sunni man of religion.  

 
194 Ibrāhīm ibn Muḥammad al-Bājūrī, Tuḥfat al-Murīd ʿalā Jawharat al-Tawḥīd (Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿa al-

Khayriyya, 1926), 340. Cited in Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 151.  
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Briefly, ijtihād in this context was understood as the use of independent reasoning – 

independent being the key operative term here – by a legal scholar in deriving a legal 

opinion directly from the source text of the Qur’an and the compilation of prophetic 

traditions (ahadīth). Taqlīd, by contrast, was understood in this context as the adoption of a 

pre-existing legal opinion belonging to a particular legal school (madhhab). This 

dichotomous presentation of the issue is reflective of much of the orientalist tradition’s 

discourse on Islamic legal history in which ijtihād was considered no longer possible after 

the first few centuries of Islamic history once the legal environment came to be dominated 

by the four Sunni madhāhib.195 Others, such as Wael Hallaq, have argued that this view 

represents a misinterpretation of Islamic legal history and that, in reality, scholars continued 

to practice the use of ijtihād, albeit primarily within the bounds of the methodologies laid 

out by the madhāhib.196 There has been plenty of work done on the history of the 

emergence and development of the four Sunni madhāhib over the years, and while the 

traditional Sunni view associates the emergence of these schools with their eponymous 

founders, prominent Orientalists have questioned this narrative.197  

More recent interventions have questioned the value of presenting the ijtihād – 

taqlīd issue in strictly dichotomous terms on the basis that it represents an 

oversimplification of an issue that was, in reality, more related to process than it was to an 

 
195 Joseph Schacht, An Introduction to Islamic Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 71.  

196 See: Wael B. Hallaq, "Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?" International Journal of Middle East Studies 16, 

no. 1 (1984): 3–41. 

197 See: Noel J. Coulson, A History of Islamic Law (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1964); 

Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law, 9th-10th centuries C.E. (Leiden: Brill, 

1997); and Schacht, An Introduction to Islamic Law.  



105 

 

ideological commitment to one position or the other. For instance, Sherman Jackson has 

shown that whether a particular legal opinion was considered to be the result of ijtihād or 

taqlīd was as dependent on the qualifications and authority of the individual scholar 

deriving the opinion as it did with both the methodology and the contents of the opinion in 

question.198 As Spevack points out, in every core Islamic science, fiqh included, there 

existed a spectrum of issues over which there were varying degrees of consensus (ijmā‘) 

and other over which there was disagreement.199 Sālih Mu‘adhdhin (b. 1947), a Shāfī‘ī 

scholar explains that this stems from the varying degrees of authenticity attributed to a 

given source text; which are either authoritatively authentic in their transmission from the 

Prophet Muhammad (qatī‘al-wurūd) or contentiously authentic (ẓannī al-wurūd). Within 

each of these two groupings, proof-texts can either be qatī‘al-dalālah (unquestionable proof 

admitting only one possible interpretation) or ẓannī al-dalālah (probabilistic proof 

admitting a range of possible interpretations).200 Noel Calder’s research into Imām al-

Nawawī (d. 1277 CE), a 13th century Shāfi’ī scholar, demonstrates that al-Nawawī 

distinguished between completely independent legal ijtihād mutlaq and ijtihād muqayyad, 

the former representing completely independent legal reasoning outside the bounds of 

 
198 See: Sherman A. Jackson, "Taqlīd, Legal Scaffolding, and the Scope of Legal Injunctions in Post-

Formative Theory: Mutlaq and ʿĀmm in the Jurisprudence of Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī," Islamic Law and 

Society 3, no. 2 (1996): 165–192.  

199 Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 16. 

200 Ahmad ibn Naqib al-Misri, Reliance of the Traveller: A Classic Manual of Islamic Sacred Law, trans. Nuh 

Ha Mim Keller (Beltsville, MD: Amana Publications, 1997), 20–23. Original Source: Sālih Mu‘adhdhin and 

Muhammad al-Sabbāgh, eds. Introduction and notes to ‘Umdat al-sālik wa ‘uddat al-nāsik by Ahmad b. al-

Naqīb al-Misrī (Damascus: Maktabat al-Ghazālī, 1405/1985), 11-13.  
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madhhab methodology and the latter representing ijtihād within the confines of a particular 

madhhab, with the latter remaining an option for qualified scholars.201 

What this all points to is what Sherman Jackson has referred to as an “emphasis on 

correct process” in the derivation of legal opinions.202 In other words, rather than an 

ideological commitment to the concept of taqlīd, the traditional Sunni opinion was more 

concerned with methodological continuity, not for its own sake, but rather for the sake of 

maintaining the ability of scholars to respond to changing circumstances and avoiding a ‘re-

inventing the wheel’ type of situation. This is precisely the position taken by Abū al-Hudā. 

Essentially, he defended taqlīd in the face of attacks by modernist thinkers, arguing that, 

strictly speaking, all scholars were inevitably practicing taqlīd given that they would have 

received their training from a teacher who himself would have been formed by a teacher 

coming from a particular methodological approach.203 In a direct response to the Salafi and 

modernist call for an unmediated return to the source texts204, Abū al-Hudā wrote that “if 

one denies taqlīd on the basis of a particular hadīth, how could [the one denying] have 

 
201 Norman Calder, "Al-Nawawī’s Typology of Muftīs and Its Significance for a General Theory of Islamic 

Law," Islamic Law and Society 3, no. 2 (1996): 137–164.  

202 Sherman Jackson, “Islam(s) East and West: Clash of Imaginations?” Lecture delivered at Harvard Divinity 

School, March 2007. Source: http://www.hds.harvard.edu/cswr/resources/lectures/sjackson.html, Cited in 

Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 17.  

203 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, al-Ṭarīqa al-Rifāʿiyyah, 1st ed. (Cairo, 1907); reprint, ed. Muḥammad al-

Sāmarrāʾī (Baghdad, 1969), 32-33.  

204 While the idea of individual Muslims interpreting source-texts without necessarily relying on the 

mediation of the madhāhib predates the emergence of the Salafis and modernists in the 19th century (See: 

Dallal, Islam Without Europe), it became a particularly important rallying point in the late 19th and 20th 

centuries most often seen as a facilitator for modernist interpretations of Islam (See: Commins, Islamic 

Reform, 65-89). However, it should be noted that even leading Salafi/modernist thinkers such as Muḥammad 

’Abduh called for a qualified use of ijtihād, arguing that only a certain type of scholar was qualified to 

practice unmitigated ijtihād (see: Hourani, Arabic Thought, 147.) 
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learned of this hadīth other than by learning it from someone else, through the practice of 

taqlīd?”205 Abū al-Hudā also considered the madhāhib as ‘technologies’ designed for 

accessing the truth of the source texts, drawing an analogy to a man who is unable to see 

the moon because he does not know what it actually looks like.206 

 

G. Rationality, Theology, and Modern Science 

 According to the Spevack’s paradigm discussed above the archetypal scholar as a 

representative of a developed Sunni orthodoxy is, among other things, “a theologian who, 

in addition to needing authenticity and authority in transmission, feels the need for reason 

and revelation to harmonize in the realm of theology, in a way that does not lead to excess, 

either in metaphorical or anthropomorphic interpretation.207 While Abū al-Hudā was 

definitively not primarily a theologian, or mutakallim in Islamic parlance, Spevack’s model 

provides a useful tool to understanding his approach to theological questions in particular 

and the question of the place and role of rationality in general. According to this paradigm, 

the theological component came to be represented by adherence to either one of the 

Ash‘arī, Māturīdī, or Atharī theological schools of thought and while a clear dividing line 

between the positions of these schools of thought is somewhat elusive, there were 

 
205 al-Sayyādī, al-Tarīqa al-Rifā’īyyah, 22-23. 

206 Ibid.  

207 Spevack, The Archetypal Sunni Scholar, 1.  
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disagreements both between and within the schools concerning both particular positions 

and methodology.208  

In a short treatise published in 1905 CE (1323 AH) titled al-Burhān al-Sādiq fī 

Tanzīh al-Khāliq (The Sincere Proof of the Creator’s Transcendence), Abū al-Hudā takes 

on a classic issue in Islamic theology that emerges from discussions over the Qur’anic 

statement “The All-Compassionate (al-Rahmān) is established (istiwā‘) on the throne” 

(Qur’an 20:5). In short, the issue in question relates to debates around how to interpret this 

verse without ascribing the anthropomorphic characteristics of place and direction to a 

transcendent God.209 For early figures, such as Mālik b. Anas (d. 795CE), the approach was 

one of affirming absolute transcendence (tanzīh) while abstaining from any discussion on 

its mode: “This establishment is known; but its mode is unknown; belief in it is a duty; but 

inquiring about it is an innovation.”210 This abstention from inquiring into the modal 

realities of apparently anthropomorphic descriptions of God continued to be upheld by later 

Sunni theologians, although some took more liberty with deploying metaphorical 

interpretations. In keeping with this tradition, Abū al-Hudā set out to re-state the absolute 

transcendence of God from direction, sitting, and any other understanding that would imply 

 
208 See: ʿAbd al-Qāhir ibn Ṭāhir al-Baghdādī, Moslem Schisms and Sects (al-Farq bayn al-Firaq): Being the 

History of the Various Philosophic Systems Developed in Islam, trans. Abraham S. Halkin, 2 vols. (Tel Aviv: 

Palestine Publishing, 1935), 171-227.  

209 For a more thorough discussion of this issue see: Khalid Blankinship, “The Early Creed”; Oliver Leaman 

and Sajad Rizvi, “The Developed Kalam Tradition”; and Nader al-Bizri, “God: Essence and Attributes”, in 

The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2008), pp. 33-55; pp. 77-97; and pp. 121-141.  

210 ʿUthmān ibn Saʿīd al-Dārimī, al-Radd ʿalā al-Jahmiyya, ed. Badr al-Badr (Kuwait: 1405 AH/1985 CE), 

56, para. 104 and fn. 58. 
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physical establishment211 while also affirming the necessity of textual and rational balance 

in approach theological issues: 

Know that some have adhered to the words of the Most High ‘The Most Merciful 

established Himself on the throne’, expanding its meaning by claiming that the 

‘establishment’ is akin to the establishment of physical bodies upon other physical 

bodies […] their claim that the deity is ‘sitting’ (jālis) on the throne is false by textual 

transmission (naql) and reason (ʿaql) and the people of the Truth have differed in the 

reality (ta’wīl) of this verse.212 

 

In the course of detailing the arguments for transcendence, Abu al-Huda summarises the 

key Sunni positions on the issue over the centuries, which functions in a sense as a holistic 

unification of the broad-based Sunni position on the issue.  

 Abū al-Hudā was of the mind that Islam was in accordance with the dictates of 

reason, a view he shared with no only the general consensus of the Sunni tradition, but also 

with the modernists and Salafis with whom conservatives were more often than not at odds. 

For Abū al-Hudā, like his counterparts before him, reason or intellect is what distinguished 

humankind from the rest of the creation. It was an inherent quality created in human beings 

that was sullied over the course of an individual person’s lifespan through the development 

of characteristics such as greed and pride.213 Ultimately, there was no fundamental 

contradiction between Islam and the dictates of reason, however, as the discussion 

regarding God’s establishment on the throne indicates, Abū al-Hudā belonged to a tradition 

in which reason and revelation existed in an intricate balance and where reason was 

 
211 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, al-Burhān al-Sādiq fī tanzīh al-Khāliq (Egypt: 1905), 11. 

212 al-Ṣayyādī, al-Burhān al-Sādiq, 11. 

213 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Hadīqat al-ma’ānī fī haqīqat al-rahm al-insānī (Cairo: n.d.), 10, 42.  
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ultimately qualified by an interpretive tradition that thoroughly thought through where 

reason applied and where it took a secondary role. This applied to the realm of theology in 

the strict sense of the term, however, with Abū al-Hudā as with many of his predecessors, 

this did not preclude the possibility of other sources of knowledge. Alongside the idea of 

wisdom (ḥikmah) given by God as a source of knowledge that “unveils the realities of 

affairs”214, Abū al-Hudā accepted the idea that speculative or theoretical knowledge 

represented a potential source of knowledge when applied to its proper sphere of inquiry.215 

Science and technical knowledge represented one such sphere with Abū al-Hudā being a 

proponent of growing the pursuit of scientific knowledge, broadly defined, among Muslim 

subjects in the Ottoman Empire. In contrast to the conservatives who either opposed or 

where highly skeptical of the adoption of Western technical and scientific developments as 

depicted by Peters216 and Halevi, Abū al-Hudā and many of his followers fully embraced 

Western scientific and technical knowledge as being fully compatible with Islam. For Abū 

al-Hudā: 

Because these sciences and any material thing they [Westerners] developed or 

whatever systems of administration or trade they used, clearly belonged to the spere 

of the intellect. And because reason is universal, there is no differences between a 

Muslim and a non-Muslim or an Easterner and a Westerner.217 

 

 
214 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Fusūl al-hukamā’ (Egypt: 1906), 4.  

215 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, al-Filda al-Ḥadrā’, edited by ‘Abd al-Ḥakīm al-Saqbānī (Damascus, 1970), 18-

22.  

216 See: Rudolph Peters, “Religious Attitudes Towards Modernization in the Ottoman Empire”; and Halevi, 

Modern Things on Trial.  

217 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Saut al-hazār wa zīq al-‘idār (Cairo, 1902).  
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For Abū al-Hudā, seeking knowledge, which included the study of the natural 

world, was not only a religious duty218 but also crucial with regards to political and societal 

advancement. In this context, it is important to remember that Abū al-Hudā belonged to a 

cohort of individuals surrounding Abdülhamid who sought to protect the Ottoman state 

through a series of modernizing reforms while also promoting a conservative politics 

centred around the Sultan-Caliph and the primacy of the Muslim community. In any event, 

in a short treatise devoted to the topic of the societal importance of ‘men of learning’, Abū 

al-Hudā offers what amounts to a recognition of the value of European developments in the 

theoretical and industrial sciences, their devotion to these sciences, and a veiled critique of 

the lack of such devotion in his own society. What opens as a fairly standard discussion on 

the general role of religious scholars in a Muslim society and the etiquettes that should be 

shown towards them, quickly shifts to a discussion of the roots of European scientific and 

technical advances. After referencing the view that the roots of modern scientific lay in a 

historical transmission of knowledge from Muslim lands to Europe219, Abū al-Hudā points 

to the fact that reverence for knowledge and the men who seek it is broadly understood as a 

universal value: 

It is known by all who possess insight in both the East and the West, that their 

consensus among the Eastern and Western nations on the importance of the 

veneration of scholars and upon raining their stations over others, regardless of their 

type.220 

 

 
218 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, ‘Uqūd al-almās (n.d. n.p.), 126.  

219 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Mahajjat al-Azmā’ fī ta’zīm al-’ulemā’, edited by ’Abd al-Ḥakīm b. Salīm ’Abd 

al-Bāṣit (1969), 52.  

220 Ibid.  
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However, it was the “various groups of Europeans [who] became more involved in the 

theoretical and industrial arts.”221 Consequently, the level of industry rose and “every 

person of sound intellect inferred from this the glorification of its scholars.”222 Abū al-Hudā 

attributes the high level of industrial and scientific knowledge in Europe to this reverence, 

arguing that if it were not for the reverence of theoretical and industrial scholars among 

them, both the theoretical and industrial sciences would not have achieved such a high level 

in European lands.223 Opining that an appropriate devotion to knowledge has been 

neglected in Muslim, presumably Ottoman lands, Abū al-Hudā eludes to the fact that that 

by properly following the dictates of Islam, the gap between the Ottoman state and Europe 

could be overcome: 

For if the theoretical and industrial sciences, as well as their practitioners, were 

glorified in our lands as is their right according to what we have been commanded by 

the sacred law, perhaps these sciences would reach such a high level in our own 

countries.224 

 

 As a demonstration of his point about the extent of reverence shown to scholars and 

men of knowledge in Europe, Abū al-Hudā proceeds to discuss a number of interesting 

examples. Somewhat strangely, his first examples appears to be in reference to the 

relatively obscure 18th century French philosopher and statesman, Pierre-Paul Royer-

Collard (d. 1845), an early supporter of the French revolution who would ultimately 

 
221 Ibid.  

222 Ibid.  

223 Ibid. 

224 al-Ṣayyādī, Mahajjat al-Azmā’, 53.  
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express his discomfort with its more radical elements in his later years when he developed 

his Legitimist theory of constitutional monarchy.225 Why Abū al-Hudā would choose 

Collard as an example among numerous other possibilities is not entirely clear, but perhaps 

it was his refutation of the materialism and skepticism of fellow philosopher Étienne 

Bonnot de Condillac (d. 1780CE), his dual role as scholar and political actor, or even his 

views on constitutional monarchy that Abū al-Hudā appears to have embraced towards the 

end of his life.226 In any case, he ultimately appears to be primarily concerned in this 

instance with showing how he has been revered in French society rather than with his ideas 

per se: 

See that a man among the European philosophers who is said to have authored 

numerous philosophical and political treatises has been glorified by his people after 

his death by raising a statue in his likeness as well as naming, in his honour, a street 

in Paris by his name in order that he be remembered among them.227 

 

For Abū al-Hudā, what he terms as the high level of ‘seriousness’ attained by Europeans is 

ultimately because knowledge and science is dear to them along with its “men” (i.e. 

scholars and scientists).228   

 
225 See: The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Pierre-Paul Royer Collard: French statesman and 

philosopher”, in Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified August 31, 2022, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Pierre-Paul-Royer-Collard.   

226 According to anecdotal evidence obtained from discussions with members or the Rifā’ī order in Istanbul in 

June, 2020, Abū al-Hudā’ is said to have made an effort to convince Abdülhamid II of the necessity of re-

instating the constitution prior to his deposition in 1908.  

227 al-Ṣayyādī, Mahajjat al-Azmā, 53.  

228 Ibid.  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Pierre-Paul-Royer-Collard
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 This open attitude towards modern science and European technical innovations was 

also prevalent among Abū al-Hudā’s fellow Rifā’īs. In a commentary on a didactic poem 

authored by Abū al-Hudā,  Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī, grandson of Iraqi scholar Maḥmūd 

Shihāb al-Dīn al-Ālūsī (d. 1854CE) engages in an extensive discussion on astronomy, 

giving an overview of the discipline from the 19th century onwards, including its more 

theoretical aspects relating to the speed of light and distances between stars, among other 

things.229 As part of what is primarily a critical examination on these theories, Shukrī 

spends a significant amount of space discussing these theories and their merits, rather than 

simply dismissing them on the basis that they did not align with sacred law.230 Other 

prominent followers of Abū al-Hudā, such as Aḥmad ʿIzzat al-ʿUmārī and Ḥasan Ḥusni al-

Tuwayrānī, authored works discussing modern technical developments alongside more 

traditional commentaries and poetry. Alongside an influential collection of poems in praise 

of Aḥmed al-Rifā’ī, Aḥmed ʿIzzat published a book praising photography.231 In addition to 

authoring poems in praise of Abū al-Hudā, Tuwayrānī, a close associate of the Sufi Shaykh, 

published periodicals in Egypt dedicated to topics including agricultural sciences232 and 

engineering.233   

 
229 See: Mahmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī, al-Misk al-adfar (Baghdad, 1930), cited in Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”, 

84.  

230 Mahmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī, Sharh al-qasīda al-Rifā’īyya, pp. 61-64 cited in Eich, “The Forgotten Salafi”,  

85.  

231 Sulaimān al-Sāyigh, Tārīkh al-Mawsil, 2 vols (Cairo, 1923), Vol. II, 262.  

232 The journal was titled al-Zirā‘a (Agriculture) 

233 The journal was title Majallat al-muhandis (The Engineer’s Journal) 
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H. Conclusion 

 The preceding chapter explored the life and career of Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, 

focusing on his role as a Sufi leader, his connection to the Rifāʿī order, and his position 

within the Ottoman court. The synthesis of key findings from the chapter underscores Abū 

al-Hudā’s multifaceted role as a religious scholar, a political advisor, and a defender of 

traditional Sunni conservatism, all while navigating the rapidly changing socio-political 

environment of the late Ottoman Empire. Firstly, his connection to the Rifāʿī order, tracing 

his lineage back to its founder, Aḥmed al-Rifāʿī, and his claims of descent from the Prophet 

Muḥammad, played a pivotal role in shaping his career. These connections not only 

solidified his religious authority but also helped him build a strong foundation for his 

political career. The emphasis on his lineage, despite skepticism from some quarters, 

highlights the importance of familial and spiritual legitimacy in maintaining religious and 

social influence in Ottoman society. Abū al-Hudā’s defense of his descent from al-Rifāʿī 

and his strategic use of it in his ascent to the position of Naqīb al-Ashrāf is indicative of the 

ways in which religious lineage was leveraged to gain social and political capital during 

this period. 

 Secondly, Abū al-Hudā played a key role in the effort to consolidate the political 

power of  the caliph-sultan. As one of the key figures in Abdülhamid’s conservative Islamic 

project, Abū al-Hudā’s writings and actions reinforced the Sultan’s claims to be the 

legitimate caliph of Islam. Abū al-Hudā’s support for Abdülhamid’s policies, especially his 

advocacy for the Ottoman Sultan-Caliphate’s political and religious authority, reflects the 

broader conservative movement that sought to maintain Islamic orthodoxy against the 
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backdrop of European colonialism and internal reformist pressures. As will be examined in 

more detail in chapter V, Abū al-Hudā’s writings, particularly his treatise Dā’i al-Rashād lī 

sabīl al-ittiḥād wa al-inqiyāḍ, reveals his deep commitment to the idea of the Sultan-

Caliphate.  

 The third significant insight is Abū al-Hudā’s adeptness in navigating the political 

and religious networks of the Ottoman Empire. His close relationship with key figures such 

as Shaykh Bahā’ al-Dīn and ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Qudsī demonstrates how Abū al-Hudā 

leveraged personal networks to ascend to powerful positions within the Ottoman hierarchy. 

His ability to cultivate a strong network of patrons and followers both in Syria and Istanbul 

underscores the importance of personal connections in Ottoman political culture. Abū al-

Hudā’s rise to the position of Shaykh al-Mashā’ikh, head of the Sufi orders in Istanbul, 

exemplifies his ability to navigate the political and religious landscapes of the late Ottoman 

state, ensuring his continued relevance and influence despite shifting political tides. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s career challenges the often oversimplified dichotomy between Sufi 

mysticism and Islamic orthodoxy. The chapter has demonstrated that far from being an 

isolated or purely spiritual leader, Abū al-Hudā played an active role in shaping the 

political and religious policies of the empire. His integration of Sufi practices, such as the 

veneration of saintly miracles (karamāt), into the broader framework of Sunni orthodoxy 

shows that Sufism was not inherently at odds with Islamic legal and theological traditions, 

but rather was deeply intertwined with them. This synthesis of Sufi mysticism and Sunni 

orthodoxy presents an alternative narrative to the modernist critique of Sufism, which often 

viewed it as antithetical to the rationalist trends of reformist Islam. 
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 Furthermore, the chapter has illuminated the ways in which Sufi leaders like Abū al-

Hudā were key players in Ottoman statecraft, particularly during the reign of Abdülhamid 

II. The chapter’s findings underscore the importance of understanding the political roles 

played by religious figures in the empire. Abū al-Hudā’s rise to prominence within 

Ottoman officialdom, his involvement in pan-Islamic outreach, and his role in shaping the 

conservative vision of the Hamidian era highlight the centrality of religious networks and 

authority in the late Ottoman political project. His career reveals how religious leaders were 

able to transcend their local contexts and engage with the broader imperial apparatus, 

influencing policies at the highest levels. 

 The exploration of Abū al-Hudā’s defense of miracles (karamāt) and his nuanced 

views on Sufism also contributes to a rethinking of Islamic conservatism during this period. 

Rather than rejecting modernity outright, Abū al-Hudā and his contemporaries sought to 

defend the traditional Sunni framework, while also recognizing the necessity of engaging 

with the challenges posed by modern science and European colonialism. This reflects the 

broader conservative approach in the Hamidian era, which sought to preserve Islamic 

orthodoxy while simultaneously adopting selective elements of modernity to strengthen the 

empire. Abū al-Hudā’s writings on rationality and modern science show that the 

conservative movement was not inherently anti-modern, but rather aimed to balance 

Islamic values with the practical demands of a rapidly changing world. 

 While this chapter has provided a comprehensive examination of Abū al-Hudā’s life 

and career, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations. The primary limitation lies in 

the fragmentary and often polemical nature of the sources available on Abū al-Hudā. Much 

of what is known about his life comes from biographical sources that are either highly 
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laudatory or sharply critical, making it difficult to construct an entirely objective picture of 

his character and actions. For example, the accounts of Abū al-Hudā’s charismatic qualities 

and his relationship with Sultan Abdülhamid II are often colored by the biases of the 

authors, whether in praise or condemnation. This leaves certain aspects of his life, 

particularly his private motivations and inner thoughts, open to speculation. Another 

limitation is the lack of detailed archival sources regarding Abū al-Hudā’s direct 

involvement in Ottoman policymaking. While his influence within the court and his role in 

supporting the Sultan’s political project are well-documented, there remains a dearth of 

concrete evidence detailing the specific nature of his contributions to Ottoman policy. 

Future research could benefit from a more extensive exploration of Ottoman court records, 

correspondence, and administrative documents to provide a clearer understanding of Abū 

al-Hudā’s role in the empire’s decision-making processes. 

 There are several avenues for future research that could build on the findings of this 

chapter. First, a comparative study of Abū al-Hudā and other prominent Islamic scholars 

and Sufi leaders of the time would provide a more nuanced understanding of the intellectual 

and political diversity within the Islamic world during the late Ottoman period. Figures 

such as Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, Muḥammad ʿAbduh, and Rashīd Riḍā, who advocated for 

modernist and reformist approaches to Islam, offer a striking contrast to the conservative 

position of Abū al-Hudā. A comparative analysis would shed light on the competing visions 

of Islamic governance, authority, and modernity in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Second, further research could explore the broader role of Sufi orders in Ottoman statecraft, 

particularly in the Arab provinces. While this chapter has focused primarily on the Rifāʿī 

order and Abū al-Hudā’s role within it, there were numerous other Sufi orders, such as the 
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Naqshbandī, Qādirī, and Khalwatī orders, that played significant roles in shaping religious 

and political life in the empire. A more extensive study of the various Sufi orders and their 

relationships with the Ottoman state would provide a deeper understanding of the role of 

mysticism in Ottoman governance. Lastly, the question of Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual 

legacy deserves further exploration. While much of his work was tied to supporting 

Abdülhamid II’s political project, his writings on theology, Sufism, and rationality have 

broader implications for the study of Islamic thought. Future research could delve into the 

reception of Abū al-Hudā’s ideas in later periods, particularly in the context of the post-

Ottoman Arab world, where debates over tradition, modernity, and religious authority 

continue to shape intellectual and political discourse. 

 This chapter has demonstrated that Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī was a key figure in the 

intersection of religion and politics in the late Ottoman Empire. His role as a Sufi leader, 

political advisor, and defender of Sunni conservatism highlights the complex ways in which 

religious and political authority were intertwined during this period. Abū al-Hudā’s career 

offers valuable insights into the conservative response to modernity, the role of Sufi orders 

in Ottoman governance, and the intellectual currents of late Ottoman Islam. Despite the 

limitations of the available sources, this study has provided a comprehensive examination 

of his life and legacy, contributing to our broader understanding of the dynamics of religion 

and politics in the late Ottoman Empire. 

 

  



120 

 

CHAPTER IV 

CONSERVATISM IN THE SERVICE OF  

ABDÜLHAMID II (R. 1876-1908) 
 

- O you who believe, obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in authority among 

you. (Q. 4:59) 

 

- “In virtue of Mutawakkil’s cession of his title, the Osmanly Sultans make pretensions 

not only to the sovereignty of the Moslem world, but also to the Caliphate itself – that 

is the spiritual as well as political power held by the successors of the Prophet. Were 

there no other bar, the Tatar blood which flows in their veins would make the claim 

untenable. Even if their pedigree by some flattering fiction could be traced up to 

Coreishite stock, the caliph would be a fond anachronism. The Caliphate ended with 

the fall of Baghdad. The illusory resuscitation by the Mamelukes was a lifeless show; 

the Osmanly Caliphate a dream.” – Sir William Muir234 

 

- Olur mu? Böyle olur mu? Kardes kardesi vurur mu? Sizi vatan hainleri bu vatan kalir 

mi?(Is it possible? Is it really possible? Do brothers attack each other? You are 

traitors, do you think we will leave this country to you?) – Plevne Marsi/Tuna Nehri 

 

A. Introduction 

In the second half of the 19th century, constitutionalism235 was on the rise on the 

Ottoman Empire, its leading advocates being the Young Ottoman movement, led by Midhat 

Pasha, a former Grand Vizier and President of the State Council. In 1876, the Empire was 

faced with an unprecedented series of crises including famine, high levels of external debt, 

an inability to pay the salaries of its military forces, and revolts in its Balkan provinces. 

Moreover, in response to multiple perceived failures of the Ottoman government, Istanbul 

 
234 William Muir, The Caliphate: Its Rise, Decline, and Fall (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1891), 

590.  

235 For an overview of constitutionalism in this period see: Gelvin, The Modern Middle East, 150-177.  
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witnessed student protests demanding, among other things, the dismissal of the Grand 

Vizier and the Shaykh al-Islam. It was in this context that Sultan Abdulaziz I was 

ultimately deposed paving the way for the ascension of Abdülhamid II. More than any 

other Ottoman ruler since Sultan Selim I (r. 1512-1520), Abdülhamid II became known for 

emphasizing his role as Caliph and his concomitant emphasis on the Islamic character of 

the Ottoman State. In the aftermath of the Ottoman defeat in the Russo-Ottoman war in 

1878, Abdülhamid suspended the constitution and doubled-down on the emphasis of the 

Caliphate as the institutional basis for the relationship between the Sultan and his 

subjects.236  

The emergence of Ottoman conservatism during the 19th century represents one of 

the most significant political and intellectual shifts within the Ottoman Empire, especially 

as it confronted both internal and external challenges to its legitimacy and cohesion. While 

Ottoman conservatism is often associated with the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–

1909), its origins can be traced to earlier periods, particularly the era of the Tanzimat 

reforms (1839–1876). The Hamidian era witnessed the culmination of these conservative 

forces, which increasingly coalesced around ideas of Islamic identity, the centrality of the 

Sultan-Caliphate, and the rejection of Western-style reforms that were seen as incompatible 

with the empire's Islamic foundations. This chapter explores the emergence of Ottoman 

conservatism, with a particular focus on its relationship to the Tanzimat reforms, the rise of 

Abdülhamid II, and the ideological retrenchment that took place in response to both internal 

 
236 Hasan Kayalı, Arabs and Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism, and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 1908-

1918 (Berkley: University of California Press, 1994), 30.  
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divisions and external pressures from European powers. The significance of this study lies 

in its examination of how Ottoman conservatism sought to 'invent' or reconstitute tradition 

as a means of legitimizing the state's authority in the face of modernity, nationalism, and 

colonial encroachment. This process of invention, while deeply rooted in Islamic traditions, 

was not a simple return to a glorified past but rather a complex adaptation of traditional 

symbols and institutions to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing world. 

To understand the emergence of Ottoman conservatism, it is essential to first 

examine the context of the Tanzimat reforms, which began in 1839 under Sultan 

Abdülmecid I. The Tanzimat, often regarded as the Ottoman Empire's attempt at 

modernization, sought to centralize and reform various aspects of the state, from its legal 

systems to its administrative structures. The overarching goal of these reforms was to 

strengthen the empire in the face of increasing European influence and internal dissent by 

introducing elements of modern governance that mirrored those of European nation-states. 

The Gülhane Rescript of 1839, the foundational document of the Tanzimat, called for the 

protection of the life, property, and honor of all Ottoman subjects, regardless of religious 

affiliation, and marked a significant shift toward the idea of Ottomanism—a notion of 

territorial and civic identity that transcended religious and ethnic differences. However, the 

Tanzimat also provoked significant opposition, particularly from conservative factions 

within the empire who viewed the reforms as a departure from the Islamic principles that 

had traditionally underpinned Ottoman governance. This opposition became more 

pronounced in the 1870s, as the Tanzimat-era elites found themselves increasingly at odds 

with more traditionalist elements who sought to restore the authority of the Sultan as the 

protector of Islam and the Muslim community. The death of Ali Pasha in 1871, a key 
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architect of the Tanzimat, marked a turning point in this struggle, as political polarization 

between reformists and conservatives intensified, particularly in Syria and other Arab 

provinces. 

Mahmud Nedim Pasha, who became Grand Vizier in 1871, emerged as a leading 

figure in the conservative camp. His treatise Ayine-i Devlet (The Mirror of the State) 

articulated a vision of Ottoman governance that rejected the principles of Ottomanism and 

called for a return to what he described as the "golden age" of the empire, in which the 

Sultan held absolute authority and was directly accountable to God and the Muslim 

community. Nedim Pasha's critique of the Tanzimat reforms, particularly their emphasis on 

political equality between Muslims and non-Muslims, resonated with a growing segment of 

the Ottoman elite who feared that these reforms undermined the Sultan's role as Caliph and 

weakened the Islamic character of the state. Nedim Pasha's ideas laid the groundwork for 

what would become the core of Ottoman conservatism under Abdülhamid II. His rejection 

of Ottomanism in favor of a confessional identity based on Islam, and his insistence on the 

absolute authority of the Sultan-Caliph, reflected a broader conservative desire to reassert 

the Islamic foundations of the state in response to both internal reformist pressures and 

external threats from European powers. This conservative vision would come to dominate 

Ottoman politics during the Hamidian period, as Abdülhamid sought to consolidate his 

authority by appealing to Islamic identity and promoting a vision of the empire as the 

protector of Islam and its Muslim subjects. 

The rise of Abdülhamid II to the throne in 1876 marked the beginning of a new 

phase in the evolution of Ottoman conservatism. Coming to power in the aftermath of the 

1877–1878 Russo-Ottoman War, Abdülhamid inherited an empire that was facing 
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unprecedented internal and external challenges. The loss of large swathes of territory in the 

Balkans, coupled with the growing influence of European powers in the region, left the 

empire weakened and vulnerable. At the same time, internal dissent, particularly in the 

Arab provinces, threatened to further destabilize the state. In response to these challenges, 

Abdülhamid embraced a conservative political and religious agenda that sought to 

strengthen the empire by appealing to its Islamic foundations. Central to this agenda was 

the concept of the Sultan-Caliph, a dual role that Abdülhamid emphasized more than any of 

his predecessors. By positioning himself as both the political and spiritual leader of the 

Muslim world, Abdülhamid sought to legitimize his rule and unify the empire's Muslim 

subjects in the face of European encroachment and internal fragmentation. Abdülhamid's 

emphasis on Islam as the basis of Ottoman unity was a calculated response to the rising tide 

of nationalism and European imperialism. As the empire's territorial losses in the Balkans 

reduced its non-Muslim population, Abdülhamid increasingly portrayed the Ottoman state 

as a Muslim polity, with the Sultan-Caliph serving as the protector of the faith. This shift in 

emphasis from Ottomanism to Islamism was not merely rhetorical but was accompanied by 

concrete policies aimed at reinforcing the Islamic character of the state. 

One of the key elements of Abdülhamid's conservative agenda was the promotion of 

Islamic education and the strengthening of the role of the ulema (Islamic scholars) in the 

administration of the state. Abdülhamid saw education as a critical tool for instilling loyalty 

to the Sultan-Caliph and promoting Islamic values among the empire's subjects. The 

establishment of new state schools, particularly in the Arab provinces, was accompanied by 

curricular reforms that emphasized Islamic studies and the importance of obedience to the 

Sultan. This focus on education was part of a broader effort to combat the influence of 
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European missionary schools, which Abdülhamid viewed as a threat to the empire's social 

cohesion. Abdülhamid's conservative agenda also extended to his foreign policy, 

particularly in his efforts to counter European colonialism in Muslim lands. While some 

historians have characterized Abdülhamid's foreign policy as "pan-Islamic," it is more 

accurate to view his emphasis on Islamic solidarity as a defensive strategy aimed at 

protecting the empire's territorial integrity and maintaining its influence in the Muslim 

world. Abdülhamid's outreach to Muslim leaders in British India, North Africa, and the 

Arabian Peninsula was designed to strengthen ties with Muslim communities outside the 

empire and to position the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph as the spiritual leader of all Muslims. 

One of the most significant aspects of Ottoman conservatism under Abdülhamid II 

was its reliance on what historian Eric Hobsbawm has termed the "invention of tradition." 

In the context of the Ottoman Empire, this involved the selective revival and reconstitution 

of Islamic symbols, institutions, and practices to buttress the legitimacy of the state. This 

process of "neo-traditionalism" was not a simple return to the past but a creative adaptation 

of tradition to meet the needs of a modernizing empire facing both internal and external 

pressures. The promotion of the Sultan-Caliph as the central figure of Ottoman legitimacy 

is a prime example of this invention of tradition. While the Ottoman sultans had long 

claimed the title of Caliph, it was under Abdülhamid that the caliphal office was 

emphasized as a key source of political and religious authority. This emphasis on the 

Caliphate served multiple purposes: it reinforced the Sultan's role as the protector of Islam, 

it provided a unifying symbol for the empire's Muslim subjects, and it offered a means of 

countering European claims to represent the interests of non-Muslim minorities within the 

empire. Other examples of neo-traditionalism during the Hamidian period include the 
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creation of new symbols of Ottoman authority, such as the coat of arms of the House of 

Osman, which combined both traditional Islamic and modern European elements. The coat 

of arms featured symbols of Islamic law (Shari‘ah) alongside modern legal codes, military 

armaments, and justice scales, reflecting the Ottoman state's attempt to balance tradition 

with modernity. The use of the fes, introduced earlier by Sultan Mahmud II, also became a 

symbol of Ottoman identity, as did the development of an official anthem. These symbols 

were part of a broader effort to create a sense of Ottoman national identity, even as the state 

rejected the European model of nationalism. Abdülhamid's emphasis on Islam and the 

invention of tradition were not simply ideological constructs but had practical implications 

for the governance of the empire. In the Arab provinces, where the loyalty of the population 

was seen as critical to the survival of the state, Abdülhamid relied heavily on Sufi orders 

and other religious networks to promote loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph and to counter the 

influence of nationalist movements. Figures such as Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, a prominent 

Sufi leader, played a key role in Abdülhamid's efforts to strengthen the empire's Islamic 

identity and to legitimize his rule among the Arab population. 

The emergence of Ottoman conservatism during the late 19th century has broader 

implications for the study of Islamic political thought and the role of tradition in the 

modern world. The conservative reaction to the Tanzimat reforms and the subsequent rise 

of Abdülhamid's neo-traditionalism highlight the complex ways in which Islamic identity 

and political legitimacy were negotiated in response to the challenges of modernity. 

Ottoman conservatism was not simply a rejection of reform or an attempt to return to a pre-

modern past, but rather a dynamic and adaptive response to the pressures of nationalism, 

European imperialism, and internal dissent. In many ways, the Ottoman experience 
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parallels developments in other empires during the 19th century, such as the Habsburgs and 

the Romanovs, who also faced the challenge of maintaining dynastic legitimacy in an era of 

rising nationalism. The Ottoman case, however, is particularly significant because it 

demonstrates how Islamic traditions and institutions could be mobilized to support a 

modernizing state. The invention of tradition, in this context, was not merely a defensive 

reaction to external pressures but a deliberate strategy for creating a new basis of legitimacy 

that could accommodate both modernity and Islamic identity. This chapter sets the stage for 

a deeper exploration of how Ottoman conservatism, under the leadership of figures like 

Abdülhamid II, shaped the empire's political and religious landscape. By examining the 

interplay between tradition and modernity, it sheds light on the broader question of how 

Islamic states have navigated the challenges of modern governance while maintaining their 

religious and cultural heritage. 

 

B. The Emergence of Ottoman Conservatism and the ‘Invention’ of Tradition 

Although Ottoman conservatism arguably reached its zenith during the reign of 

Abdülhamid II, it had been percolating, largely in the background, since the promulgation 

of the Tanzimat reforms. The 1870s witnessed increasing political polarization both in 

Istanbul and in the Arab provinces, particularly in Syria, centred around political splits 

among the elites regarding the ideal system of government for the Ottoman state.237 With 

the death of Ali Pasha in 1871, two distinct factions emerged. The first was comprised of 

the followers of Ali and Fuad Pasha; the second was an eclectic mix of allies of Nedim 
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Pasha, known for thinking in more conservative and traditionalist terms. A general 

understanding of the period of reform starting in the early 19th century and known as the 

Tanzimat provides important context for the rise of Ottoman conservatism in the years 

before and during the reign of Abdülhamid II.  

Broadly speaking, the former group sought to uphold and advance the objectives of 

the Tanzimat, including reigning in the absolute authority of the Sultan, establishing 

political equality between Muslims and non-Muslims, and advocated for establishing 

political and social identity on the basis of territoriality known as Ottomanism. The other 

group sought to have communal identity (re)established on confessional grounds and an 

abosulte loyalty to the Sultan as Caliph. In other words, they believed that “nothing should 

be done which weakened […] the authority of the sovereign and the domination of the 

Muslim element.”238 Both groups wanted to ensure the integrity of the empire, with both 

regarding their respective approaches as being necessary for its preservation. 

In the years leading up to the Hamidian period, the rise of Mahmud Nedim Pasha in 

1871 to the office of Grand Vizier represents a pre-cursor of sorts to the current of politics 

that would come to the forefront under Abdülhamid. A decade prior to becoming Grand 

Vizier, Mahmud Nedim authored a treatise addressed to Sultan Abdülaziz that was highly 

critical of the directin the Tanzimat reforms had, which he titled Ayine-i Devlet or ‘The 

Mirror of the State’, calling for an alternative approach to the Empire’s woes rooted in what 
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Butrus Abu-Manneh refers to as “an idealized concept of early Ottoman history.”239 In this 

treatise, Nadim Pasha articulated his views regarding the main reasons of Ottoman decline, 

which he attributed to the Tanzimat, as well as the steps necessary to revive the power of 

the state. The importance of this work as it concerns us here lies in its articulation of 

principles that would come to form the core of Ottoman conservatives and traditionalists in 

the Hamidian era.  

According to Abu-Manneh’s analysis, Nedim Pasha wanted Sultan Abdülaziz to 

right the wrongs of the state that had been perpetuated through the Tanzimat by his 

predecessors.240 Following two decades of the Tanzimat, Ottoman conservatives – as 

demonstrated by Nedim’s treatise and actions as Grand Vizier – seem to have come to the 

conclusion that the Tanzimat were the reason for the empire’s problems and that they 

needed to return to the old ways that had existed during the empire’s golden age. In 

particular, this concerned the power of the Sultan, which had been unquestionably diluted 

in the course of the previous decades. In the foreword of his treatise, Nedim Pasha wrote 

that his purpose is “to make known to the Sultan the reality of principles of the previous 

generations.”241. For him, the Sultans of old “were absolute (mustakil) and their 

government was carried on according to their will.”242 Because, in Nedim Pasha’s idealized 
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Mahmud Nedim Pasa," International Journal of Middle East Studies 22, no. 3 (1990), 257.  

240 Abu-Manneh, "The Sultan and the Bureaucracy”, 261.  

241 Mahmud Nedim Paşa, Âyîne ve Hasbihâl (Istanbul: Karabet Matbaası, 1911), 9, 36 cited in Abu-Manneh, 
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view, sultans were bound by the law despite their absolute and independent power their 

ministers did not overstep their bounds.243  In the pre-Tanzimat era when sultans personally 

attended to the affairs of government and the law were bounded by the dictates of the 

shari’ah, “the unions of hearts [that bounded] the sultanate and the community (i.e. 

Muslims), and ottoman power increased day after day.”244 For Nedim Pasha, the well-being 

of the state was directly correlated to the well-being of the Muslim community and the 

well-being of the state was ultimately dependent on the power of the sultan.245 The office of 

the Sultan-Caliph gained particular prominence in Nedim Pasha’s scheme and it was an 

obligation upon the community to demonstrate fidelity to the Sultan-Caliph “because the 

Ottoman sultans who adorn the seat of the Supreme Caliphate were the protectors of the 

faith, the community and the state. Submission to their orders in the first requirement for 

the survival of the power of the state and of the [Muslim] community (millet).”246  

In Nedim Pasha’s assessment, the efforts of the Tanzimat to address the ever-

present issue of communal plurality through what came to be known as ‘Ottomanism’ 

(osmanlilik) were problematic because they ultimately created a wedge between the Sultan 

and the Muslim community by putting the former in a position to approve acts that stood in 

contradiction to the sharīʿah, the defence of which formed the very basis of his legitimacy. 

Moreover, the communal equality implicit in the notion of Ottomanism compromised the 
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sultan’s traditional, and primary, function as the head of the Muslim community. As a 

result, the bond between sultan and his primary constituency was weakened. According to 

this view, strengthening the bond was imperative for both the sultan and the Muslim 

community, and ultimately for the strength of the state itself. In other words, Nedim Pasha 

believed that the palace should retake its place at the centre of state power and that the 

sultan should personally and directly attend to state affairs. Moreover, the bureaucracy, 

which had grown increasingly powerful during the previous two decades, should be 

subjected to him and that Muslims exclusively should form the body-politic of the state.  

This, according to Abu-Manneh, was the essence of the ideal Ottoman order in 

Nedim Pasha’s view.247 Undoubtedly Nedim Pasha’s views regarding the reasons for 

Ottoman decline represent a significant oversimplification, however, they reflect the 

emphasis he placed on the what he saw as the traditional Ottoman order and, in particular, 

the place of the sultan within it as well as the centrality of the direct relationship of the 

Muslim community with the sultan. As Abu-Manneh put it, whether it was historically true 

was in some ways irrelevant.248 What was important were the ideas that would come to 

form one major strand of Ottoman politics, one that would increasingly hold positions of 

power and influence under the rule of Abdülhamid. However, the changing realities of both 

the global and local historical contexts would necessitate novel adaptations of traditional 

approaches to statecraft and popular traditions to adapt to an increasingly novel political 

and social environment.  
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In the last decades of the 19th century, both external threats and potential fifth 

columns were increasing and in the case of separatist tendencies within the empire, often 

overlapped. The Ottoman elite found themselves as the only non-European great power in a 

world where they were increasingly facing military, strategic but also what Selim Diringil 

refers to as moral pressure.249 What he means by moral pressure in this context is in fact 

pressure related to legitimation, particularly as it relates to its philosophical and moral 

underpinnings. Ottoman efforts to counter this element of pressure was done through 

ideological retrenchment wherein pre-existing elements (symbols, institutions, etc.) were 

deployed to buttress state power. In this sense, the Ottoman Empire of the late 19th century 

was very much part of its world historical context. The 19th century, of course, was the era 

of the unification of Germany, the Resorgimento – a 19th century movement for Italian 

unification – and the Meiji restoration. It was also an era that witnessed what would turn 

out to be the final efforts of the remaining dynastic empires, namely the Habsburgs, the 

Romanovs and the Ottomans, at buttressing their states both with elements borrowed from 

their more liberal and revolutionary adversaries as well as novel approach to the use of 

tradition as a means legitimising their rule while simultaneously laying the foundations of a 

modern state. This included dealing with the rising tide of proto-nationalist, if not 

nationalist sentiments. And while the concept of dynastic, and often religiously-rooted 

monarchies represented a sharp contrast with the burgeoning civil nationalism, for scholars 
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of nationalism, the Romanovs, Habsburgs and Ottomans – perhaps unwittingly - laid the 

groundwork for the growth of the idea of citizenry.  

As described by Benedict Anderson in his classic Imagined Communities: 

Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, “because of the rapidly rising prestige 

all over Europe of the national idea, there was a discernable tendency among the Euro-

Mediterranean monarchies to sidle towards a beckoning national identification.”250 

According to Deringil, describing the thinking that would engender Ottomanism, “this 

political and intellectual atmosphere had a profound effect on the ruling elite of the 

Ottoman state, which, from the Sultan down, began to look for a new basis for defining 

what was increasingly coming to be considered an “Ottoman citizenry.”251 This was, as 

mentioned, driven in large part by the moral pressure facing the Empire in the face of 

European encroachment and the rising tide of national sentiments. For Serif Mardin, “the 

common focus was the desire to free the Ottoman Empire of its inferior position in its 

relations with Western powers.”252 In response to this challenge, the Ottoman elite appealed 

to ‘tradition’ in novel ways in line with the Hobsbawmian notion that, in the post-French 

Revolutionary world of which the Ottoman Empire was very much a part of, it was no 

longer sufficient for dynastic empires to base their legitimacy on divine imperatives.253 
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Although there is no suggestion that Ottoman sultans claimed a divine right to rule in the 

sense that European monarchs did, the point remains that Ottoman Empire was not 

exceptional to the world historical context and Ottoman elites clearly recognized as such.  

Developments in the Ottoman Empire paralleled similar tends in other imperial 

systems in its efforts to advance the notion of Ottomanism, in which the diverse 

communities that made up the Empire would unite on the basis of a common political 

identity. As the Gülhane Rescript of 1839 made clear, the focus of this effort would be on 

the Empire’s non-Muslims, reflecting and Andersonian type of proto-nationalism in which 

“an anticipatory strategy adopted by dominant groups who are threatened with 

marginalization or exclusion from an emerging nationally imagined community.”254 The 

Ottoman elite were well aware of the fact that they were the only major Muslim empire in 

the modern era to survive with its institutional continuity and sovereignty intact.255  

As discussed above, in the thinking of the emerging class of Ottoman conservatives, 

as reflected in the writings of Nedim Pasha, Ottomanism as a means of dealing with the 

issue of diverse communities was objectionable precisely because it undermined the 

traditional basis on which the legitimacy of the state was founded. Under Abdülhamid, a 

return to a more Islamic character formed the centre piece of his legitimation strategy, 

although as Deringil is quick to point out, the Hamidian era did not in fact see the reversal 

of many of the administrative trends of the Tanzimat era.256 Moreover, certain symbolic 
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elements of the Ottoman conservative’s appeal to tradition fit the Hobsbawmian notion of 

“neo-tradition”, 257 particularly initiatives such as the development of a coat of arms of the 

House of Osman commissioned by Sultan Mahmud II. Deringil describes the component 

elements as follows: 

The central motif in the shield was the exalted crown of the Sultans, topped by the 

zeal or tugra of the regnant ruler. This was flanked by two heavy tomes, one 

symbolizing the Islamic law, Seriat, and the other modern law codes (ahkam-I 

Ser’iyye ve Nizamiye’yi cami kitab). Under these appeared a set of scales 

representing justice. The central motifs was surrounded and flanked by symbolic 

armaments, the old balancing the new: an arrow and quiver and an infantry rifle and 

bayonet, an old-style muzzleloading cannon and a modern field artillery piece, a 

traditional scimitar and a modern calvary saber[…] The coat of arms also included 

traditional Ottoman-Islamic symbols, such as a vase full of blossoming roses and 

incense, which represented the magnanimity of the state. The total design was flanked 

on the right side by a cluster of green banners symbolizing the Sultanic-Ottoman and 

the universal Islamic nature of the Caliphate […] The central themes of the Ottoman 

coat of arms revolved around the continuity of the old and the new, the traditional 

and the modern; yet, it was an invented tradition stemming from the need the 

Ottomans felt to emphasize that they were a great power like all the other.258 

 

The coat of arms of the House of Osman represents a fairly clear instance of “the use of 

ancient materials to construct invented traditions of a novel type for quite novel 

purposes.”259 Other instances included the use of the fes by Mahmud II as an instrument of 
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communal identity and the promulgation of official music similar to a national anthem, 

something that was very much part of the neo-traditional iconography in the 19th century.260  

 

C. Abdülhamid’s Islamic Revival 

The Tanzimat period presented the Ottoman state with the challenge of overcoming 

a deficit in legitimation261 resulting from ruptures with traditional social and political 

structures due in large part to the need to adapt to the world historical context in which the 

Ottoman Empire found itself. For the Ottoman elite, the imperative of the preservation of 

the state in the context of global developments and the unique situation of the Ottoman 

state as the only surviving Muslim empire from the pre-modern era, necessitated the 

deployment of a neo-traditional complex of symbolism to bolster legitimacy. The 

institution of the Caliphate represented the most important of the traditions in the Ottoman 

“myth-symbol complex”262 for Ottoman conservatives and for Abdülhamid and his 

supporters in particular. In Nedim Pasha’s view, emphasizing the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph 

would be the most effective means of solidifying the bond between the sultan and his 

Muslims subjects, and although he only briefly referred to the caliphate in his treatise, 

where he did mention it was in the context of the duty of obedience and zeal.263 
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The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-1878 plays an important role in this story for two 

main reasons: Firstly, because of its social and political consequences for the province of 

Syria  (Wilayat Suriyya) as well as its importance in the development of an Islamicized 

Ottoman political, social, and cultural identity. Sultan Abdülhamid’s ascension to power 

came at a time when the Empire was faced with unprecedented pressure from European 

powers that compounded issues of internal stability and social cohesion. From his very first 

days in power, an insurgency broke out against Ottoman rule in the Balkans. On the 

Empire’s northern front, the Russian Empire had long coveted both the Dardanelles and 

Bosporus straits as they provided the only access to the Mediterranean from the Black Sea. 

Ostensibly in response to the Ottoman crackdown against rebels in the Balkans, Russia 

officially declared war in the Ottoman Empire on April 24th, 1877. Less than a year later, 

on March 3rd 1878, the Treaty of San Stefano brought the war to a conclusion. However, 

the consequences for the Ottoman Empire proved to be irrevocable.  

In Ottoman Syria, there were concerns amongst Ottoman authorities that the 

outbreak of war between the Ottoman Empire and Russia could lead to renewed rounds of 

communal violence similar to those witnessed in 1860. Following instructions from 

Abdülhamid to the provincial governors to take necessary action to preserve social 

harmony among the Empire’s subject communities, the governor of Damascus reportedly 

assembled the heads of the city’s sects, informing them of the declaration of war by Russia, 

and encouraged the performance of public prayers for the success of Ottoman armies.264 
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Most importantly, he requested that they encourage the faithful masses to strive to maintain 

peace and harmony and to stay away from actions that could disrupt what was already a 

fragile public order.265 In light of the communal violence of 1860, Jews and Christians were 

reportedly apprehensive.266 The approach of European powers, including Russia, that 

involved claims of representing minority groups within the Empire had an impact on the 

social fabric of the Syrian province. In particular, there was a certain amount of suspicion 

among Muslims towards the Orthodox Christian community who were perceived by the 

former as being sympathetic to the Russian cause given Russia’s effort to exploit its status 

as an Orthodox power to gain concessions in Ottoman territory. While there were some 

minor agitations, Syria avoided any major communal conflagrations thanks in no small part 

to efforts of Amīr ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Jilānī and other Muslim religious leaders who took 

action to quell the fears of the Orthodox Christian community.  

Nevertheless, the war would leave permanent scars on Syria, and while there 

continues to be divergent opinions on the number of soldiers who actively took part in the 

war from the province 267, the long-lasting negative impacts suffered by the population in 

the province are clear. The Muslim population, in particular, bore the brunt of the 

hardships. Despite the observations of French diplomatic officials that all throughout the 

 
265 FO 195/1153, Jago to Derby, Damascus, April 14, 1877. 

266 Ibid., Archives des Affaires Étrangères (AAE), Correspondance Politique, Syrie-Liban, vol. 11, Charles 

Guys to Louis Decazes, Damascus, May 2, 1877.  

267 According both foreign and local estimates, anywhere from 115,000 to 150,000 soldiers from Syria 

participated in the war. See: Najib Elias Saliba, "Wilāyat Sūriyyā, 1876–1909" (PhD diss., University of 

Michigan, 1971); al-Jawā'ib, no. 953, December 4, 1878.  



139 

 

war, the Muslim population patiently bore high taxation and the loss of family members268, 

there were increasingly signs of dissatisfaction among the Muslim population. According to 

British consular officials, affluent Damascene Muslims in particular had become 

increasingly dissatisfied with the Ottoman authorities in Istanbul primarily because of the 

outsized financial sacrifice they had made to the war.269 However, it was the poor who 

faced the most significant hardships, particularly they could not generally afford the levies 

paid by the wealthy class in order to be exempt from military service.270 Moreover, the 

impacts of the war on Syrian agriculture, both in terms of rising bread prices and the 

reliance on man-power from rural areas led to social disruption271 and ultimately left certain 

rural areas effectively depopulated.272 

Most importantly, in the eyes of some Syrian notables, the military reverses suffered 

by the Empire in the course of the war in conjunction with the palpable disruptions to life in 

signaled the inevitable and perhaps imminent fall and dismemberment of the Ottoman 

State. This raised important questions about the future of Syria, which thirty Syrian 

notables sought to address in a secret meeting in Damascus towards the end of the war.273 

The meeting was ostensibly held to discuss the possible independence of Syria and, 
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implicitly, its separation from the body politic of the Ottoman Empire.274  At the conclusion 

of the meeting, the notables who attended reportedly agreed to push for an independent 

Syria with the famed Abd al-Qādir al-Jilānī as its king.275 Amīr ʿAbd al-Qādir reportedly 

agreed to the idea with the important caveat that the spiritual ties between Syria and the 

Ottoman Empire be maintained and that the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph remain as Islam’s 

universal Caliph.276 Ultimately, those involved in the meeting agreed to take a wait-and-see 

approach to how the Empire would emerge from the war.277 In this instance, the notables 

involved did not appear to be motivated by nationalist feelings but rather by concerns that 

Syria could fall into European rule should the Ottoman’s be defeated.278 This appears to 

have been a relatively common sentiment among provincial elites in the late Ottoman 

period who were, at least initially, motivated by a desire to avoid coming under European 

rule.279 Nevertheless, with the conclusion of the war Sultan Abdülhamid, who had learned 

of the meeting, subsequently imprisoned some of its participants and exiled others.                                                            

With the loss of the Empire’s Balkan provinces in the wake of the 1877-78 Russo-

Ottoman war, the majority of the Ottoman population was now definitively Muslim, which 

helped facilitate Abdülhamid’s emphasis on Islam as the basis of Ottoman unity and on his 
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role as the Sultan-Caliph.280 This emphasis “availed [itself] of Islamic symbols and upheld 

the Ottoman State’s Islamic identify and the Muslim subjects’ morale following losses in 

war.”281 However, this was not as simple as turning back the clock to some imagined 

golden age of the Empire, but rather involved the deployment of  a series of ideological and 

political legitimation structures able to respond to both the changing global and local 

historical contexts as discussed.282 It was under Abdülhamid’s rule that these structures of 

legitimation would be realigned on a much more Islamic foundation.283 There has been a 

significant amount of often polarized discussion about what the nature of this Islamic 

emphasis actually was, whether it was merely a cynical ploy meant to increase the sultan’s 

power or whether it reflected a genuine piety. Before discussing Abdülhamid’s own views 

on the matter as well as the methods by which the notion of the Sultan-Caliph was 

emphasized, it is important to briefly comment on the scope and purpose of his efforts.  

At the height of its power, Ottoman officialdom put much less public emphasis on 

the latter portion of the sultan-caliph concept. Halil Incalik even goes as far as to say that 

prior to the 18th century, there is no official mention of the idea that the caliphal office was 

transferred to Selim I from al-Mutawakkil.284 More recent research has shown that this 
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claim is likely an exaggeration and that the notion of an Ottoman caliph seems to have 

played a central role in the political self-identification of the Ottoman Empire from Selim I 

onwards285, it nonetheless points to a critical point regarding Ottoman legitimation in the 

mid to late 19th century, particular under Abdülhamid; namely, that in an global 

environment that was increasingly proving to be a threat to the fabric of the empire, it 

became imperative for Ottoman officialdom to understand and be able to communicate the 

basis of its rule. For example, in August 1901, Sultan Abdülhamid sent a memorandum to 

his ministers reminding them of the Reshid Pasha’s  - a 19th century Ottoman Statesman 

often credited as being the architect behind the Tanzimat - “four pillars of the state” (dört 

rükn-ü devlet). These were first, Islam; second, the maintenance of the house of Osman; 

third, the protection of the Haramayn; and fourth, the maintenance of Istanbul as the capital 

city as the principles around which all decision-making should revolve.286  

Within the empire, an emphasis was placed on state schools as the vehicle through 

which these ideas would be transmitted, particularly in the Arab provinces. Abū al-Hudā’s 

writings do not indicate any particularly tendency towards anti-missionary polemics, 

however, one of the most prominent figures from Abū al-Hudā’s circle, Yusuf al-Nabahānī 

came out fervently against the sending of Muslim children to missionary schools.287 

Education became a vehicle through which the Sultan sought to promote stability 

throughout the increasingly fractious Empire. More specifically, Islamic identity and 
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obedience to the Muslim state were to be emphasized in conjunction with the increasingly 

modernized curriculum found in state schools. This was not so much a reversal of the 

Tanzimat-era changes to the education system, but rather an addition to them. While the 

Sultan’s desire for educational reform was expressed as early as 1879288, it was not until 

1883 that Istanbul promulgated the Education Benefits Share to build new public schools, 

particularly in the provinces.289 

In 1887, revisions to state school curricula were made in order to include further 

instruction on religious matters. This included the military schools, the School of Medicine 

and School of Engineering, as well as the Imperial Civil Service School. The purpose of 

this policy, according to Landau, was to ensure that the sense of duty to the state was taken 

as sacred obligation, particularly since “the survival of the Sublime State depends of the 

preservation of the Islamic faith.”290 

Missionary schools were not seen as the only challenge. The Safavid dynasty, long-

time rival of the Ottoman Empire, represented in Ottoman eyes a threat not only on the 

level of empire, but also within Ottoman lands through efforts to spread Shi’i ideas. Efforts 

to counter the spread of these ideas under Abdülhamid began in earnest in 1892 with an 

order that laid out the provision of funds for the salaries of five teachers meant to counter 
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efforts to spread Shi’i ideas in Iraq.291 In Iraq, as a means of dealing with the ‘Shi’ite 

threat’, Abdülhamid encouraged the appointment of properly trained Sunni teachers who 

would not only help provide a bulwark against Shi’ism, but also instill the idea that to be 

obedient to the sultan-caliph was virtuous.292 Measures also included preventing Shi’ite 

scholars from accessing Mecca and Medina in order to reduce the circulation of Shi’ite 

ideas.293 Syrian Alawites were also a target of these educational reforms. In this instance, 

however, it appears that Christian missionary activities in their communities was the 

impetus for action rather than fear of the spread of their ideas.294 In response, Ottoman 

authorities commissioned the building of mosques and schools and dispatched teachers to 

propagate Sunni Islam.295 

The link between education and the stability of the state continued to be emphasized 

throughout the Hamidian period. The above mentioned four-pillared basis of Ottoman rule 

articulated by Rashīd Pasha was repeated in a 1901 memorandum circulated in order to 

ensure that Ottoman officials understood the basis on which Ottoman rule was founded.296 

The memorandum also highlighted the problematic state of madrasas compared to 
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Christian churches and schools297, which was a point of concern for Abdülhamid due to its 

potential effect on the quality of religious scholars that these schools were producing. 

According to the circular, without properly trained ‘ulema, the religion would be wounded 

in its essence.298  

Abdülhamid saw missionary schools, in particular, as a threat to the social cohesion 

of the Empire, but was well-aware that directly targeting them would draw the ire European 

and American sponsors: 

[…] Although it is obviously desirable to take firm measures against them, if open 

opposition is brought to play, the Sublime Porte will suffer the vexing interventions 

of the three powers’ ambassdors. Thus, the only way to fight against them is to 

increase the Islamic population and spread the beliefs in the Holiest of Faiths.299 

 

Drawing on a history of Ottoman concessions to European powers as well as the Tanzimat 

reform documents, missionaries, more often than not attached to the embassies of European 

powers in Istanbul, established themselves throughout the Empire in the 19th century.300 

Efforts to curb their influence ranged from ordering the closure of un-licensed schools to 

the issuance of orders meant to prevent Muslim pupils from attending non-Muslim schools 

and warning parents of the harm that would come to their children by attending Christian 

missionary school.301  
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The emphasis on education betrays the scope of Abdülhamid’s Islamic-oriented 

policy; namely that it was primarily defensive in nature. Even its so-called ‘Pan-Islamic’ 

tendencies can be understood primarily through this lens. The extent that Pan-Islamic 

sentiments played a major role in Abdülhamid’s foreign policy remains a matter of debate, 

which view ranging from it being a marginal issue to those arguing that it was, in fact, the 

primary focus.302 In fact, characterizing Abdülhamid’s rule as ‘Pan-Islamic’ is arguably 

anachronistic at best as it is clearly based on a Western understanding that saw it in an 

analogous light to other ‘pan’ movements such as pan-Slavism. The term itself implies an 

expansionist outlook, whereas evidence would suggest that Abdülhamid’s primary focus 

was the protection of the Empire and the consolidation of his authority over its domains.303 

This is not to say that pan-Islamic ideas were not circulating, as indeed they were 

particularly among colonized Muslims in British India and the Malay Archipelago. In fact, 

many South Asian Muslims came to identify with the Ottoman State and sultan-caliph as a 

schicksalsgemeinschaft or community of fate, particularly with the spread of print capital in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century. However, whether or not Abdülhamid sought to 

promote these ideas beyond an effort to gain some leverage over European colonial powers 

in British India and French North Africa remains an open question.  
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D. Abdülhamid and Religion  

There is little disagreement regarding the fact that Abdülhamid’s rule was marked 

by an emphasis on Islam as the organizing principles of the Ottoman state. However, the 

extent to which this reflected his personal views remains an open question. Some later 

historians as well as some of his contemporaries seems to have taken his outward religiosity 

as representative of backwardness and superstition. His relationship to our protagonist, Abū 

al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, figures into this conception as demonstrated by Palestinian Journalist 

Farid Kassab (1884-1970), a vigorous defender of the Ottoman Empire and its continued 

rule over the Arab provinces. Kassab is reported to have described Abū al-Hudā as “some 

kind of exorcist or evil spirits, conjurer of demons, knowing how to forecast the future for 

the superstitious Sultan.”304 This type of interpretation of Abdülhamid and his brand of 

Islam as obscurantist305 was far from uncommon, however, it is ultimately difficult to 

justify when set against the historical record.   

According one of Abdülhamid’s daughters, Ayse Sultan (1887-1960) (later 

Osmanoglu), in addition to being a devoted Muslim, the sultan was also apparently what we 

today would call ‘spiritual’. He reportedly belonged to two Sufi tariqas, namely the 

Shadhiliyyah and the Qadiriyyah, the former of which was led by Shaykh Zāfir al-Madanī, 

to whom the Sultan was reportedly close, leading him to become one of his followers 

 
304 Stefan Wild, "Ottomanism versus Arabism: The Case of Farid Kassab (1884–1970)," Die Welt des Islams 

28, no. 1–4 (1988): 616, 621.  

305 For interpretations of this type, see: Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (New York: 

Routledge, 1998), 258; Haslip, The Sultan: The Life of Abdul Hamid, 246; Philip Paneth, Decadence and 

Rebirth (London, Alliance Press, 1943), 32; Pears, Life of Abdul Hamid, 8.  



148 

 

(murīd).306 According to Ibrahim al-Muwaylihi, an Egyptian journalist and critic of the 

Sultan and his associations to Sufism, Abdülhamid had indeed given the traditional oath of 

allegiance (bayʿah) to Shaykh Zāfir, the latter of whom would lead Sufi rituals at Yildiz 

palace in the Sultan’s company.307 According to his daughter’s recounting, Abdülhamid 

was not only a devout Muslim but a follower of the type of Islam being articulated by 

conservatives, particularly conservative Sufis such as Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī and Zafir al-

Madan. In one instance, the Sultan’s daughter reported that during an outbreak of disease, 

Shaykh Zāfir and members of his tariqa recited the Shadhili litany Ḥizb al-Baḥr and 

selected prophetic traditions from Sahīh al-Bukhārī as a means seeking protection from the 

illness in question. As part of this effort, Abdülhamid distributed copies of special edition 

of Sahīh al-Bukhārī to mosques around the Empire as well as his family.308 These and other 

related practices have often been interpreted as ‘obscurantist’ or expressions of ‘popular’ 

religion by modern historians such as Niyazi Berkes, who seem to share a certain distaste 

for such practices with certain reformist trends in Abdülhamid’s own time, however, the 

belief in the efficacy of prayer and the recitation of specific litanies in particular represents 

an important aspect of Islam as practiced and understood in the developed Sunni tradition.  

Moreover, Abdülhamid’s understanding of Islam included a distinctly Euro-sceptic 

viewpoint that was characteristic of both political and Islamic conservatives. For the Sultan, 

Islam was characterized by “nobility, mercy and love, leading humanity towards peace, joy 
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and wisdom” and had facilitated the Muslim world’s civilizational development at a time 

when Europe was “still sunk in shadows, the most absolute barbarism.”309 Abdülhamid’s 

vision for restoring Ottoman greatness lay not in some sort of blind mirroring of the 

European experience, but rather in a renewal of commitment to the Sharīʿah310, which for 

the Sultan seems to have implied a set of immutable principles and not necessarily an 

attempt to re-create the experience of previous generations of Muslims.  

The Sultan also appears to have been aware of Western critiques of Islam as an 

enemy of civilization and barrier to progress311 and even engaged in a long series of 

discussions with the famous Hungarian Jewish Orientalist Àrmin Vàmbêry about Western 

Christian views of Islam.312 The spectre of the Great Powers cast a long shadow over the 

Empire in the Sultan’s view, and were often held by him to be behind domestic upheavals 

in Ottoman lands, including Armenian rebellions from 1894-1896 which saw tens of 

thousands of Ottoman Armenians killed by the Sultan’s troops, the Hamidian Regiments. 

As far as Abdülhamid was concerned, it was in fact the Western powers who were behind 

the rebellion as part of a plot to break up the Empire. The reason for this, according to the 

Sultan, was the “obedient and respectful” disposition of the Empire’s Muslims towards the 
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Sultan-Caliph.313 In the Sultan’s view, Muslim loyalty towards the Sultan-Caliph 

represented a point of significant concern and perhaps even disdain on the part of the 

Europeans to the point that they believed it would need to be broken in order to break the 

Empire itself.  

For Abdülhamid, doubling down on the state’s Islamic identity was the only means 

of holding the Empire together. The ethnic diversity of the Empire’s Muslims314 was 

recognized by the Sultan as a potential point of weakness vis-à-vis the European powers 

who could rely on ethnic or nationally-based patriotic fervor as societal glue. Abdülhamid 

expressed his scepticism towards the ability of Ottomanism to develop the social solidarity 

needed to keep the empire alive in the face of external threats: “One must never rely too 

much on the idea of the Ottoman Empire, but one should underline above all the fact that 

we are all Muslims.”315 The point the Sultan was making here is not that all Ottomans were 

Muslims nor that one has to be Muslim to be an Ottoman, but rather that the political 

identity of the Empire was Muslim.316 Because the Ottoman state under Abdülhamid was 

self-consciously Muslim, unity among Ottoman Muslims would entail a continuation of 

Ottoman unity in general. As said by Abdülhamid himself, “our religion is the very basis of 
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the entire political and social edifice of our state.”317 According to Abdülhamid’s view, the 

Empire would remain united so long as its Muslim subjects remained united, and this was 

to be primarily accomplished through loyalty to the office of sultan-caliph. As Abdülhamid 

put it, “Always and everywhere we should insist on the fact that I am Emir-ul-Muminin.”318 

Not only was the unity of the Empire’s Muslim subjects key to its survival, in the 

Sultan’s view it would appear that the continued existence of the Ottoman state would serve 

as a kind of guarantee that Ottoman Muslims would be able to ensure their rights in the face 

of European expansionism. Abdülhamid expressed as much in the form of a prayer that 

referenced British rule in Egypt and India where, according to the Sultan, the “religion and 

rights” of the Muslims were being “violated”, while in India the British had effectively 

robbed Muslims of their authority.319 In a memorandum sent to the editor of the Istanbul 

newspaper Tercüman-i Hakîkat, Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Abdülhamid states that “for a state 

and nation (millet) to be able to exist,” the most important condition is “religion and a 

certain amount of zeal to protect that religion.”320 It would appear that for Abdülhamid, it 

was not so much a question of the state being subjugated by Islam or the state subjugating 

Islam, so much as the Ottoman state and Islam forming an inseparable and organic whole 

centred around the office of the Sultan-Caliph. As discussed above, concerns over 

legitimation were significant, but it also appears that the appeals to Islam by Abdülhamid 
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and by conservatives more generally to the office of Sultan-Caliph as the lynchpin of this 

legitimacy were driven by concerns over unity, both within Ottoman borders and against 

what Abdülhamid saw as an increasingly hostile Christian Europe.321  

 

E. The Sufis and the Sultan 

In the course of the 19th century, the Islamic identity of the Ottoman Empire was 

increasingly under pressure, particularly as a result of the interrelated issues of the 

Tanzimat and growing sense of nationhood of the Empire’s diverse components. Moreover, 

growing European pressure as well as challenges to the Islamic legitimacy of the Ottoman 

state from Muslim critics such as the Wahhābīs in the Arabian peninsula and the nascent 

Salafī movement in Damascus all combined to increase the sense that the Empire was under 

siege both from within and without. These latter challenges were perhaps the most 

problematic from the perspective of Ottoman political legitimacy given that their critiques 

posed direct challenges to the Ottoman’s Islamic credentials.  

As discussed, the Ottoman claim to the caliphate was the pivot of efforts to fortify 

the Ottoman state’s Islamic credentials, and while the claim served to challenge the 

authority of European colonial powers with significant Muslim populations by promoting 

the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of all Muslims, it was primarily targeted at Muslims within 

Ottoman lands. In particular, it was targeted towards the Arabic speaking subjects of the 

Empire given their large population, the centrality of Ottoman control over the holy sites at 

Mecca and Medina and the fact that the main challenges to the Ottoman state’s Islamic 
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legitimacy emanated from the Arab provinces. It would not be stretch to say that the very 

survival of the Ottoman Empire as an Islamic polity depended on maintaining the 

allegiance of its Arab subjects. This was becoming particularly urgent given the various 

subversive ideas that were floating around from North Africa to the Arabian peninsula. 

Even prior to the reign of Abdülhamid, there was a recognition that the Sufi tariqas 

were particularly well positioned support Ottoman efforts in this regard. However, it was 

during the reign of Abdülhamid that Ottoman attempts to harness the social capital and 

political potential of the Sufi orders accelerated. During this period, relations between the 

palace and the tariqas acquired a particularly importance for the Ottomans, particularly in 

Iraq, the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa. In Iraq and the Levant, 

Abdülhamid’s key Sufi interlocutor would be Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī; in the Arabian 

peninsula the role would be played by Shaykh Faḍl of the ʿAlawīyyah of Hadramawt; and 

in North Africa, the key pivot was Shaykh Muḥammad Zāfir of the Shādhillīyah-

Madanīyyah with whom the Sultan also had a close personal and spiritual connection.  

The relation with Shaykh Zāfir and his Shādhillīya-Madanīyya proved to be 

particularly important in light of French activity in North Africa. French interests in Tunisia 

revolved around securing the eastern borders of Algeria, which it had conquered in 1830.322 

It was not until a significant shift in European politics associated with the 1878 Congress of 

Berlin took place that France would be able to fulfill its ambitions in Tunisia, an nominally 

Ottoman territory. The Congress of Berlin saw the European great powers seek a territorial 
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settlement in the Balkans that would appease Russia, who had just secured a military 

victory against the Ottoman Empire in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-1878.323 Moreover, 

in the aftermath of the Congress European powers would make decisive moves against 

Ottoman interests, including in North Africa. In an effort to divert French attention away 

from the Alsace-Lorraine region, which it had recently lost to Prussia in 1870324, the 

German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck told the French ambassador to Germany that “I 

believe the Tunisian pear is ripe and it is time for you to pick it […]”325 Britain also appears 

to have supported such move, largely to divert French attention away from the British 

takeover of Cyprus.326 

In April 1881, France launched its invasion of Tunisia on the pretext of seeking 

retribution against a Tunisian tribe for a raid made into French-occupied Algeria.327 In 

response to Tunisian ruler Muhammed Sadiq Bey’s (r. 1859-1881) appeal to Abdülhamid 

for assistance, the Ottoman sultan prepared to send a naval fleet to Tunis. France responded 

by threatening to extend its invasion beyond Tunis and into the neighbouring Ottoman 

province of Tripolitania, to which the Sultan responded by deploying troops. Additionally, 

 
323 Willian Norton Medlicott, The Congress of Berlin and After A Diplomatic History of the Near Eastern 

Settlement, 1878-1880, (London: Routledge, 1963), 4-5.  

324 William L. Langer, “The European Powers and the French Occupation of Tunis, 1878-1881,” The 

American Historical Review 31, no. 1 (1925): 58-59.  

325 Saint-Vallier to Waddington, January 5, 1879, in Documents diplomatiques français (1871-1914), 1st 

series (1871-1900), vol. 2 (July 1, 1875 - December 31, 1879), Ministère des Affaires Étrangères (Paris: 

Imprimerie Nationale, 1930), 411-412.  

326 Jamil M. Abu-Nasr, A History of the Maghrib in the Islamic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1987), 289.  

327 Ibid., 291.  



155 

 

Abdülhamid, as sultan-caliph, sought to appeal to the Islamic sentiments of the local 

inhabitants and chose Sufi Shaykhs as the medium through which to reach them.328 Of the 

more important of these Shaykhs was the above-mentioned Shaykh Zāfir al-Madanī 

(d.1905).  

European officials too were becoming increasingly aware of the socio-political 

import of the Sufi orders.  In 1873, in a report written for the British Foreign Secretary, Earl 

Granville, the British Consul in Tunis, Richard Wood, noted that the Sufi orders in Tunis 

needed “to be watched with greater vigilance” given their politico-religious character.”329 

The Darqawīyyah branch of the Shādhilī order founded by Shaykh Zāfir’s father, Mawlāy 

al-ʿArabī, of which Shaykh Zāfir’s Madanīyyah were an offshoot, was considered to be 

among the most zealous of the orders in their opposition to European rule and there were 

suspicions that this particularly order was receiving significant support from Istanbul.330 

What would come to be a prominent role within Ottoman officialdom for Shaykh 

Zāfir can be traced back to the aforementioned Mahmud Nedim Pasha (1817-1876) and his 

time as governor of Tripoli during the reign of Sultan Abdülaziz I.331 As discussed above, 

Nedim Pasha held the Tanzimat-era ideology of Ottomanism as largely responsible for 
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what he saw as the disconnect between the Sultan and the Empire’s Muslim subjects, and 

consequently, a source of much of the Empire’s weakness. Given that, in Nedim Pasha’s 

view, any source of potential political legitimacy not residing in the figure of the sultan was 

ultimately a threat to the Empire, it was natural that he advocated for Islam to be to the 

bonding agent for building the above-mentioned “union of hearts”.  However, his purported 

distrust of the official ulema led him to seek to establish ties with Sufi shaykhs, who’s 

status in their respective societies could be harnessed to re-affirm the bonds between the 

sultan-caliph and the Empire’s Muslim subjects while avoiding the myriad of potential 

complications of working through the official ʿulemā’. Thus, during his time as governor of 

Tripoli he formed a closed bond with Shaykh Zāfir who he invited to Istanbul upon 

assuming the Grand Vizierate in 1871 and then again in 1875.332 

While the developing relationship between Sufis in the Arab provinces with 

Ottoman officialdom was not a Hamidian innovation per se, it was a development whose 

importance would significantly increase in both intensity and breadth following 

Abdülhamid’s ascension to the sultanate. Shortly after he assumed power, Abdülhamid 

built a zāwiyah for Shaykh Zāfir close to Yildiz Palace, bringing him into his inner circle 

along with Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī. In general, under Abdülhamid, individuals from the 

Arab provinces were given unprecedented access within the court. This was particularly 

true for Sufi Shaykhs such as Abū al-Hudā and Shaykh Zāfir, who, in addition to the 

sultan’s personal proclivities towards Sufism, held the potential to connect to people in a 
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way that other notables and religious scholarly figures could not.333 As mentioned, this 

social power was to become particularly important in Tunisia following the French 

takeover of Tunis in 1871 as it put Shaykh Zāfir, and the Madinīyyah branch of the 

Shādhiliī-Darqāwīs in particular, in a position to stir up popular discontent amongst the 

public against the French presence. With Shaykh Zāfir in Istanbul, Ottoman records show 

that his bother Hamza, himself a member of the order, was sent to Tripoli to arouse public 

sentiment against the French in 1882.334 French diplomatic correspondence show that 

developments connected to Shaykh Zāfir and his brother Hamza caused considerable 

consternation among French officialdom, who identified the zāwiyas as a particular point of 

concern. It was via the zāwiyas that Shaykh Zāfir’s Madanīyyah promoted loyalty to the 

sultan and “caliph as head of the religion” and encouraged the locals to resist European 

attempts to take over their lands.335 Leaving aside Sultan Abdülhamid’s personal 

relationship with Shaykh Zāfir for the moment, the North African Shaykh and the tariqa he 

led were not only committed to what should be considered a genuine promotion of the idea 

of Abdülhamid as caliph, but also demonstrated a commitment to protecting the territorial 
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integrity of the Ottoman Empire in North Africa, both of which were themes that featured 

prominently in the Hamidian period.  

Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādi was another pivotal figure with regards to Sultan 

Abdülhamid’s relationship with Sufi tariqas. As discussed, Abū al-Hudā’s close relations 

with Ottoman officialdom began during the reign of Abdülhamid’s predecessor, Sultan 

Abdülaziz. Politically, for the same reasons that Abdülhamid cultivated close relations with 

Shaykh Zāfir’s followers in North Africa, he also pursued close relations with Abū al-

Hudā. As Abu-Manneh rightly points out, the fact that Abū al-Hudā belonged to the Rifāʿī 

order was probably of secondary importance to the sultan, and that his presence in the 

Sultan’s inner circle was mainly a function of his ability to exert a wide field of influence 

through Syria, beyond his tariqa.336 Having said that, given the religious trends at the time 

and the broad sway of juridical or orthodox Sufism, Abū al-Hudā’s Rifāʿī credentials 

should not be overlooked altogether. Thus, the expansion of the Rifāʿī order under the 

leadership of Abū al-Hudā served the objectives of Abdülhamid both through the order’s 

general appeal to a wide swath of the Syrian population from the elite to the peasant, but 

also by virtue of its orthodox orientation during a period in which the influence of more 

heterodox or antinomian Sufism was waning.  

As will be discussed in more detail below, Abū al-Hudā served the objectives of 

Ottoman conservatism in general, and Sultan Abdülhamid in particular, in numerous ways, 

both direct and indirect. His Rifāʿī connections were deemed to be particularly vital to the 

promotion of Ottoman legitimacy amongst the popular classes in Syria and Iraq. In is in this 

 
336 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid and Abu’l Huda”, 138.  
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context that Abū al-Hudā’s biographical work337 on one of his key spiritual mentors, 

Muḥammad Mahdī al-Rawwās, can be understood as serving the needs of Abdülhamid’s 

political program. As Elizabeth Sirriyeh observes, what is, on the face of it, a standard 

hagiography, is just as interesting for what is does not stress as it is for what it does, 

particularly when its intended audience was taken into consideration.338 As presented by 

Abū al-Hudā, the figure of al-Rawwās was one with whom the popular classes would be 

expected to identify.339 Emphasis is placed on the poverty of al-Rawwās, his status as an 

orphan, as well as his subsequent status as a walī following a initiatory journey to the holy 

cities of Mecca and Medina. According to Abū al-Hudā’s account, al-Rawwās set off on his 

journey seeking to study with the religious scholars of the Hijaz during which he 

experienced what the Sufis would call karamāt.340 While seeking shelter from the midday 

sun in a stranger’s tent, al-Rawwās was denied by its proprietor due to his disheveled 

appearance. In an incident that draws parallels from the classical biographies of the Prophet 

Muḥammad341, al-Rawwās was said to be recognized as a walī by a tree, which then offered 

him shelter.342 After spending a year in the Hijaz, al-Rawwās traveled to Egypt to study at 

 
337 See: al-Ṣayyādī, Tanwīr al-absār. 

338 Sirriyeh, Sufis and Anti-Sufis, 78. 

339 Ibid., 79.  

340 It is important in this context to distinguish between miraculous events attributed to the awliyā’, which are 

referred to as karamāt and those attributed to the Prophets in the lexicon of Sufism.  

341 According to classical biographies of the Prophet Muhammad, as a boy accompanying his uncle on a 

journey to Syria, he was sheltered from the desert sun by a single cloud that appeared to follow the caravan as 

it travelled. See Martin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources (London: George Allen & 

Unwin, 1983) for a reputable English-language version based on the earliest sources.  

342 al-Ṣayyādī, Tanwīr, 122. 
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al-Azhar, where he subsequently stayed for thirteen years mastering the various inward and 

outward Islamic sciences.343 Abū al-Hudā’s emphasis on al-Rawwās’ time at al-Azhar is 

significant in two regards: firstly, because it establishes his scholarly credentials and 

secondly, because it affirms his position within the fold of Sunni orthodoxy. Importantly, 

the account omits the details of who al-Rawwās studied under, something that would 

generally be included in a typical biographical dictionary entry. However, considering Abū 

al-Hudā’s intended audience this omission makes perfect sense, since establishing his 

learned status among the general population was sufficient without going into detail and 

thus allowing space to devote to his spiritual and pious qualities, as well as the karamāt that 

would prove his status as a walī. This latter point is particularly important as far as 

Abdülhamid’s political program was concerned given that the Rifāʿīyyah were to be a key 

vehicle through which key Hamidian ideas such as loyalty to the sultan-caliph would be 

disseminated to the population in Syria and Iraq.  

It is important to keep in mind that Abū al-Hudā published this work at a time when 

strict control over publications, and Arabic publications in particular, was exercised from 

Yildiz Palace. Yet, according to Abu-Manneh “while historical and literary works 

pertaining to Arabic culture were officially frowned upon, there was an outflow of Sufi 

material […] Abulhuda and his circle along published about ten books and booklets a year 

on average; for many people this was their only reading material.”344 Thus, as Sirriyeh 

astutely observes, “Shaykh Abū’l-Hudā’s record of al-Rawwās was, therefore, not simply a 

 
343 Ibid. 

344 Abu-Manneh, “Abdulhamid II and Abu’l Huda”, 148.  
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fond recollection of his master, but geared towards the wider aims of the Sultan’s 

propaganda and aimed at a captive readership.”345 While the hagiographical nature of the 

work indeed follows a long tradition of Sufi veneration of leading Shaykhs, the 

glorification of the Rifā’iyyah amongst the masses in Syria and Iraq in particular had an 

important function in Abdülhamid’s political outreach to the Arab provinces given the 

order’s centrality in promoting the legitimacy of the Empire and the concept of loyalty to 

the Sultan-Caliph. The fact that Abdülhamid patronized the restoration of the tomb of the 

order’s eponymous founder, Aḥmed al-Rifā‘ī, who hailed from southern Iraq, is testimony 

to the order’s significance in the province in conjunction with Abū al-Hudā’s own activities 

in Syria.  

Another important aspect of Abū al-Hudā’s preaching in this regard relates to his 

juridical Sufi orientation as discussed above. For Abū al-Hudā, the way of the Rifāʿīyyah, 

ensures adherents of their fidelity to the Sunna of the Prophet Muḥammad, as the way of 

the order was simply a reflection of the way of the Prophet. Moreover, in all of their 

various practices, the sharīʿah reigned supreme. Thus, while honouring the awliyā’ and 

seeking their intercession was central to the Rifā’i way, excessiveness in contradiction of 

the sacred law had to be avoided. In this way, it wase the Sufis who represented the true 

representatives and guardians of the Prophetic way, and thus of the religion. Ultimately, 

Abū al-Hudā was a representative of a type of conservate Sufism that was actively 

promoted by the Ottoman court as a means of trying to hold together a fragile political and 

social fabric amongst the Empire’s Muslim subjects, and in the Arab provinces in 

 
345 Sirriyeh, Sufis and Anti-Sufis, p. 78-79.  
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particular. Despite how some of his critics sought to portray him as a purveyor of the 

superstitious, he in fact repeatedly demonstrated his commitment to an orthodox Sunnism 

of which Sufism was a central component. For Abū al-Hudā, the true Sufis were the true 

preservers of a Sunni Islam that in turn was the basis for the legitimation of the Ottoman 

state.  

 

F. Conclusion 

 Ottoman conservatism, which reached its zenith during the reign of Abdülhamid II, 

represents a critical lens through which the late Ottoman period can be understood. The 

preceding chapter has traced the ideological, political, and religious trajectories that gave 

rise to Ottoman conservatism, showing how it responded to the perceived threats posed by 

the Tanzimat reforms, European imperialism, and internal dissent. Central to this 

development was a conscious effort to reassert Islamic identity and to 'invent' tradition as a 

means of bolstering the legitimacy of the Ottoman state. 

 As has been outlined in this chapter, Ottoman conservatism was not a sudden, 

reactionary movement but rather the result of a long-standing ideological current that 

evolved throughout the 19th century. The Tanzimat reforms, which sought to modernize the 

empire and integrate its diverse populations through principles of Ottomanism, encountered 

significant resistance from conservative elements who feared the dilution of the Islamic 

character of the state. This ideological divide between reformists and conservatives became 

more pronounced in the 1870s, following the death of key Tanzimat figures like Ali and 

Fuad Pasha and the rise of Mahmud Nedim Pasha, whose vision of governance called for a 

return to what he saw as the "golden age" of Ottoman rule.  
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 Nedim Pasha’s advocacy for the restoration of sultanic authority represented an 

important foundation of Ottoman conservatism as it would come to be under Abdülhamid. 

His treatise, Ayine-i Devlet, articulated a vision that placed the Sultan-Caliph at the center 

of the Ottoman political order and called for a reassertion of Islamic principles in 

governance. This conservative ideology found its fullest expression during the reign of 

Abdülhamid II, who, in response to the empire's growing internal and external pressures, 

embraced what can best be termed as a neo-traditionalist approach to statecraft. 

Abdülhamid emphasized the Sultan-Caliph as both the political and spiritual leader of the 

Muslim world, a strategy that sought to consolidate the loyalty of the empire's Muslim 

population in the face of rising nationalism and European imperialism. 

 One of the most significant discussions of this chapter is the role of 'invented 

traditions' in the consolidation of Ottoman conservatism. Drawing on Eric Hobsbawm's 

concept of the invention of tradition, the chapter examined how Abdülhamid and his 

supporters selectively revived and adapted Islamic symbols, institutions, and practices to 

bolster the legitimacy of the state in the face of its challenges. The creation of the Ottoman 

coat of arms, the promotion of the fez as a symbol of communal identity, and the 

development of a national anthem-like music all illustrate how Ottoman conservatism 

employed traditional elements in novel ways to reinforce state authority. Neo-traditionalism 

does not merely imply a nostalgic return to the past, but rather a deliberate adaptation of 

tradition to meet the challenges of the 19th century, including the rise of nationalism, the 

decline of dynastic empires, and the pressures of European colonialism. The chapter has 

also highlighted the critical role of Islamic education and the Sufi orders in the 

consolidation of Ottoman conservatism. Abdülhamid saw education as a key tool for 
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instilling loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph and reinforcing Islamic values among the empire's 

subjects. His reforms to the state education system, particularly in the Arab provinces, 

reflected a broader effort to counter the influence of European missionary schools and 

promote Islamic identity. The Sufi orders, especially the Rifāʿiyyah and Shādhilīyah-

Madanīyyah, played a crucial role in disseminating conservative ideas and promoting 

loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph, particularly in regions like Syria, Iraq, and North Africa, 

where European colonial influence was growing. 

 The discussions from this chapter have broader implications for the study of Islamic 

political thought and the history of the late Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman experience 

demonstrates that conservatism in the Islamic world was not simply a rejection of 

modernity but rather an adaptive response to it. By selectively reviving and reinterpreting 

tradition, Ottoman conservatives sought to create a political and religious framework that 

could withstand the pressures of European imperialism, internal dissent, and the rise of 

nationalism. This chapter also raises important points in relation to the study of nationalism 

and the role of dynastic empires in the modern world, namely, in that it illuminates how the 

Ottoman experience complicates the narrative that the 19th century saw a preponderant 

decline of dynastically-based ruling systems along with a concomitant rise in nationalist 

sentiments, particularly amongst the Empire’s Arabic speaking subjects. Ottomanism, with 

its emphasis on territorial and civic identity, represented an early attempt to create a form of 

proto-nationalism that could unite the empire's diverse populations. However, the 

conservative backlash against Ottomanism, particularly its emphasis on communal equality 

and the separation of religion from political identity, highlights the limitations of nationalist 

ideas in the Ottoman context. Abdülhamid's emphasis on Islam and the Sultan-Caliphate as 
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the basis of Ottoman unity demonstrates that religious identity remained a powerful force in 

the empire's political culture, even as nationalist sentiments grew in strength. 

 The chapter's exploration of neo-traditionalism also has broader implications for the 

study of the invention of tradition in modern empires. As Hobsbawm has noted, the 

invention of tradition was a common strategy among dynastic empires in the 19th century, 

as they sought to maintain their legitimacy in the face of nationalist and revolutionary 

challenges. The Ottoman case, however, is unique in that it relied heavily on Islamic 

symbols and institutions to buttress state authority. This reliance on Islamic tradition, 

combined with the empire's strategic use of modern symbols like the coat of arms and 

national anthem, illustrates the complex ways in which tradition and modernity were 

intertwined in the late Ottoman period. 

 While this chapter has provided a comprehensive analysis of the emergence of 

Ottoman conservatism and the invention of tradition, there are several limitations to the 

study that warrant further exploration. One limitation is the focus on the ideological and 

political aspects of Ottoman conservatism. While the chapter has touched on the social and 

economic dimensions of conservatism, particularly in relation to education and the role of 

the Sufi orders, a more detailed examination of the social and economic forces driving 

conservatism would provide a fuller picture of the movement. For example, the chapter 

could explore the role of provincial elites, particularly in the Arab provinces, in shaping the 

conservative response to the Tanzimat reforms and the rise of Ottomanism. Another 

limitation is the relative lack of attention to the perspectives of non-Muslim communities 

within the empire. While Ottoman conservatism was primarily a reaction to the perceived 

threats posed by European imperialism and internal dissent among Muslim populations, 
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non-Muslim communities, particularly in the Balkans and Arab provinces, played a 

significant role in the political dynamics of the late Ottoman period. A more detailed 

examination of how these communities responded to the rise of Ottoman conservatism, and 

how they were affected by the state's increasing emphasis on Islamic identity, would 

provide important insights into the broader social and political context of the period. 

Additionally, while the chapter has emphasized the role of Islamic education and the Sufi 

orders in the consolidation of Ottoman conservatism, there is a need for further research 

into the intellectual and religious debates within the empire. The rise of conservative 

Sufism, as represented by figures like Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī, was not uncontested, and 

there were significant debates within the religious establishment about the role of Sufism, 

Islamic law, and the state. A more detailed exploration of these debates, particularly in 

relation to the rise of reformist and Salafī movements, would provide a deeper 

understanding of the religious landscape of the late Ottoman period. 

 One area for future research is the role of Ottoman conservatism in shaping the 

empire's foreign policy, particularly in relation to its interactions with European colonial 

powers and other Muslim states. Abdülhamid's emphasis on the Sultan-Caliphate as a 

source of legitimacy for Muslims both within and outside the empire suggests that Ottoman 

conservatism had significant implications for the empire's position in the broader Muslim 

world. Further research into Ottoman diplomatic and military strategies during the 

Hamidian period, particularly in relation to the empire's interactions with British India, 

French North Africa, and the Arabian Peninsula, would shed light on the global dimensions 

of Ottoman conservatism. Moreover, there is a need for more detailed research into the 

social and cultural dimensions of neo-traditionalism in the late Ottoman period. The chapter 
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has touched on the role of invented traditions, such as the coat of arms and the fez, in 

consolidating state authority, but a more comprehensive analysis of the cultural practices, 

rituals, and symbols that were employed to legitimize the state would provide a deeper 

understanding of how tradition was mobilized in the late Ottoman period. This could 

include research into the use of architecture, religious festivals, and public ceremonies as 

instruments of state legitimation. 

 The emergence of Ottoman conservatism during the late 19th century represents a 

significant moment in the history of the Ottoman Empire and Islamic political thought. The 

movement's emphasis on Islamic identity, the Sultan-Caliphate, and the invention of 

tradition reflects the complex ways in which the Ottoman state sought to navigate the 

challenges of modernity, nationalism, and European imperialism. On the one hand, while 

an argument could be made that the conservative movement marked a shift away from the 

liberal ideals of the early 19th century, on the other hand, it also represents a dynamic and 

adaptive response to the changing political and social realities of the period. The chapter's 

findings underscore the importance of tradition in the legitimation efforts of the Ottoman 

state and highlight the need for further research into the social, cultural, and intellectual 

dimensions of Ottoman conservatism.  
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CHAPTER V 

ABŪ AL-HUDĀ AND THE SULTAN-CALIPH 

 

A. Introduction 

The reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r.1876-1908) marked a significant era in the 

history of the Ottoman Empire, characterized by a renewed emphasis on the Islamic 

character of the state and a determined effort to unify the loyalty of the Empire's Muslim 

subjects around the sultan's claim to the office of the sultan-caliph. While the notion of an 

Ottoman sultan assuming the title of caliph had been the norm since Sultan Selim’s defeat 

of the Mamluks and the assumption of authority over the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, 

Abdülhamid II’s reign represents a distinctive approach and a renewed emphasis on the 

caliphal title. Upon his ascension to power, Abdülhamid II assumed the titles of both caliph 

and sultan in a traditional bayʿa ceremony held on August 31, 1876 attended by prominent 

military, religious, and bureaucratic officials, who pledged their allegiance to the new 

sultan-caliph in line with an age-old Ottoman tradition. Abdülhamid's assertion of the 

caliphal title came in the context of his suspension of the newly promulgated Ottoman 

constitution, underscoring the multifaceted nature of his rule. Paradoxically, the newly 

promulgated and then suspended constitution provided official sanction to the Ottoman 

sultan's claim to the caliphate, bolstering the legitimacy of this claim both domestically and 

internationally. the third and fourth articles of the constitution, ratified on December 23rd, 

1876, which affirmed the Ottoman Sultanate as the holder of the Great Islamic Caliphate 
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and emphasized the sultan's role as the protector of Islam and the ruler of all Ottoman 

subjects: 

The Exalted Ottoman Sultanate possesses the Great Islamic Caliphate, which is held 

by the eldest member of the Ottoman dynasty in accordance with ancient practice […] 

His Imperial Majesty, the Padishah, by virtue of the Caliphate, is the protector of the 

religion of Islam and the Ruler and Emperor of all Ottoman Subjects.346 

 

Beyond the institutional and traditional justifications, Abdülhamid II based his 

specific claim to the caliphal office on three key pillars: divine will, hereditary inheritance, 

and political and military power, concepts deeply rooted in the history of Islamic political 

thought.347 Divine will as a justification represented the most broad category and has been 

historically dated to the Umayyads, who used the term Khulafāt Allah 

(successors/inheritors of God) rather than the historically earlier claim attributed to the first 

four caliphs of Islam (al-Khulafā’ al-Rāshidūn) which involved a claim of authoritative 

inheritance from the Prophet.348 Abdülhamid’s claim to the caliphate on hereditary grounds 

was founded on the traditional accounting of the transmission of the caliphal banner to the 

Ottomans upon Selim’s defeat of the Mamluks in 1517CE, a claim that was solidified under 

the rule of Selim’s successor, Suleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520 – 1566), who was 

 
346 For the full text of the Ottoman Constitution of 1876, see Düstur, Tertib-i Evvel, cüz 4 (Istanbul: Matbaa-i 

Amire, 1295 [1878]), 4-20.  

347 See: S. Tufan Buzpınar, “Opposition to the Ottoman Caliphate in the Early Years of Abdülhamid II: 1877–

1882,” Die Welt des Islams 36, no. 1 (March 1996): 59–89. For a more detailed discussion on historical 

positions of legitimation vis-à-vis the caliphate see: Thomas W. Arnold, The Caliphate (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1924); Mona Hassan, Longing for the Lost Caliphate: A Transregional History (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2017). For discussion of the caliphate in the Ottoman context specifically, see: Yilmaz, 

Caliphate Redefined. 

348 Arnold, The Caliphate, 51.  
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reported to have been ascribed the titles “inheritor of the Grand Caliphate” and “possessor 

of the Exalted Imamate” by the famed Shaykh al-Islam (Seyhulislam), Ebussuud Efendi.349 

The possession of effective political and military power was a well-established legitimizing 

factor in Islamic history and was underscored by key thinkers such as Ibn Khaldūn and 

Jalāl al-Dīn al-Dawwānī, who contended that the primary role of the caliph was to protect 

Islam and administer the affairs of the Muslim community, a function that could be 

assumed by a powerful Sultan.350 Most interestingly, they argued that the functions of the 

Caliph could also be assumed by one or another Sultan in a given land, so long as they had 

the power and authority to undertake the core duties of the caliphal office.351  

 The late 19th century Ottoman Empire, particularly under the rule of Sultan 

Abdülhamid II, was a period marked by both internal struggles and external pressures. As 

the empire grappled with rising nationalist movements, European imperial encroachment, 

and intellectual challenges from within the Muslim world, the legitimacy of the Ottoman 

state and its caliphate was increasingly called into question. Nowhere was this more evident 

than in Egypt, which, following its occupation by Britain in 1882, became a key 

battleground for debates over the future of the Ottoman caliphate and the Muslim 

community at large. With its vibrant press culture and relative intellectual freedom under 

 
349 Halil İnalcık, "The Rise of the Ottoman Empire," in The Cambridge History of Islam, Vol. 1A: The 

Central Islamic Lands from Pre-Islamic Times to the First World War, ed. P.M. Holt, Ann K.S. Lambton, and 

Bernard Lewis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 321; Halil İnalcık, "Islam in the Ottoman 

Empire," Cultura Turcica 5–7 (1968–1970), 23-25.  

350 See: Serif Mardin, “The Mind of the Turkish Reformer, 1700-1900”, The Western Humanities Review, vol. 

14 (1960): 413-436.  

351 Arnold, The Caliphate, 120, 123, 126; Mumtaz A. Fargo, “Arab-Turkish Relations from the Emergence of 

Arab Nationalism to the Arab Revolt, 1848-1916,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Utah, 1969), pp. 33-38.  
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British control, Egypt became a vital platform for both Ottoman loyalists and critics. 

Among the most significant defenders of the Ottoman state and the sultan-caliphate during 

this tumultuous time was Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī. A close confidant of Sultan Abdülhamid 

II, Abū al-Hudā was not only a religious figure but also a key political operative whose 

activities extended far beyond the Istanbul. His influence reached into Egypt, where he 

cultivated a network of followers and allies who supported the Ottoman cause in the 

Egyptian press. Abū al-Hudā’s efforts in support of the Sultan were multi-faceted, ranging 

from personal political maneuvering at the imperial court to leveraging the power of the 

media in British-occupied Egypt to promote loyalty to Abdülhamid and the Sultan-Caliph’s 

authority. 

 The defense of the Ottoman Sultanate, however, was not merely a matter of political 

survival. For Abū al-Hudā and his allies, the sultanate represented a deeply entrenched 

symbol of Islamic unity and legitimacy, embodied in the role of the Sultan as caliph of all 

Muslims. In this context, Abū al-Hudā’s political and intellectual activities, particularly in 

Egypt, can be seen as part of a larger campaign to defend not only the territorial integrity of 

the Ottoman state but also its religious and political identity as the caliphate. One of the 

most significant aspects of this campaign was Abū al-Hudā’s promotion of absolute 

obedience to the Sultan-Caliph through both his writings and his use of the Egyptian press. 

His treatise Da’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, for example, articulated a 

religious and philosophical defense of the caliphate, urging Muslims to rally around the 

Sultan-Caliph and framing loyalty to the sultan as a religious duty. 

 This chapter explores the intertwined nature of Abū al-Hudā’s religious-political 

activities and his use of the Egyptian press to defend the legitimacy of the Ottoman Sultan-
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Caliph. By examining both the intellectual defense of the caliphate through works like Da’ī 

al-Rashad and the practical political strategies enacted through the press, this chapter 

provides a multi-dimensional perspective on how Ottoman loyalists sought to preserve the 

empire's authority in the face of mounting opposition. The focus on Egypt as a center of 

Ottoman propaganda and counter-propaganda is particularly important because it reflects 

the complex ways in which the press became a tool for both conservative and reformist 

forces within the Muslim world to contest the future of Islamic governance. Abū al-Hudā’s 

activities underscoresthe significance of his role in the larger Hamidian project of Islamic 

legitimation. His activities were not limited to the esoteric world of Sufism or confined to 

the traditional role of a spiritual advisor; rather, Abū al-Hudā was a pragmatic political 

figure who recognized the importance of media in shaping public opinion. In this sense, his 

efforts to support Sultan Abdülhamid were both ideological and strategic, aimed at 

fortifying the Sultan-Caliph’s position not just through religious appeals but also through 

modern methods of communication and political influence. This chapter, therefore, 

contributes to a deeper understanding of the role of religious figures like Abū al-Hudā in 

the political struggles of the late Ottoman period, as well as the broader relationship 

between religion, politics, and the press in the Muslim world. 

 The Egyptian press in the late 19th century was a key battleground for the 

competing narratives of Ottoman legitimacy and Muslim unity. Following the British 

occupation of Egypt, the country’s newspapers became increasingly divided into pro- and 

anti-Ottoman factions. Publications like al-Muayyad, which supported the Ottoman 

Khedive ʿAbbās Hilmī II and expressed loyalty to the Ottoman state, stood in stark contrast 

to those like al-Muqattam, which aligned itself with British interests and took an openly 
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anti-Ottoman stance. The diversity of political opinion within the Egyptian press created an 

environment in which debates about the future of the Ottoman Empire, the role of the 

Sultan-Caliph, and the broader question of Islamic governance could flourish.  

Abū al-Hudā’s activities in Egypt were deeply connected to the pro-Ottoman faction 

of the press. He cultivated relationships with key figures such as Hasan Hüsnü al-

Tuwayrānī, a prominent journalist and follower of Abū al-Hudā who founded the pro-

Ottoman newspaper al-Nīl in 1891CE. Under al-Tuwayrānī’s leadership, al-Nīl became a 

vocal defender of the Ottoman state, consistently promoting the idea of Muslim unity under 

the Sultan-Caliph and pushing back against both European imperialism and internal 

Muslim reformist movements that questioned the legitimacy of Ottoman rule. Through al-

Nīl and other publications associated with Abū al-Hudā, such as al-Qāhira al-Ḥurra and al-

Ḥaqā’iq, the pro-Ottoman intellectuals sought to influence public opinion in Egypt and 

beyond, framing the Ottoman state as the legitimate protector of Islam and the Muslim 

world.  

The Egyptian press thus became a critical venue for the dissemination of Abū al-

Hudā’s message. It allowed him to engage directly with Egyptian intellectuals and the 

wider Arab public, shaping the discourse around the legitimacy of the Ottoman Sultan-

Caliph and countering the growing influence of nationalist and modernist thinkers who 

sought to redefine the political future of the Muslim world. By using the press to promote 

loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph, Abū al-Hudā was able to reach a wide audience and reinforce 

the idea that the Ottoman state remained the central authority in the Muslim world. 

In addition to his strategic use of the press, Abū al-Hudā also articulated his defense 

of the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph through more traditional religious texts, the most notable of 
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which is Da’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ. Written in the early years of his 

close relationship with Sultan Abdülhamid II, Da’ī al-Rashad sought to defend the 

caliphate by emphasizing the religious duty of all Muslims to submit to the authority of the 

Sultan-Caliph. In this treatise, Abū al-Hudā framed the Ottoman sultan as the legitimate 

political and spiritual leader of the Muslim community, whose authority was divinely 

sanctioned and whose leadership was necessary for the preservation of Islam. The treatise 

begins by outlining a traditional Sunni view of political authority, drawing on Qur'anic and 

Prophetic traditions to argue that obedience to the caliph is equivalent to obedience to God 

and His Prophet. This argument was particularly significant at a time when the Ottoman 

caliphate was facing challenges not only from European powers but also from within the 

Muslim world. Reformist movements and nationalist groups, particularly in the Arab 

provinces, began to question the legitimacy of the Ottoman claim to the caliphate, arguing 

for either a return to earlier Islamic models of governance or the creation of a new Arab-led 

caliphate. In response, Abū al-Hudā’s Da’ī al-Rashad sought to reassert the centrality of 

the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph, emphasizing that his authority was rooted in Islamic tradition 

and was necessary for the unity and survival of the Muslim world. 

In Da’ī al-Rashad, Abū al-Hudā presents the Sultan-Caliph as the linchpin of 

Muslim unity, arguing that any attempt to undermine his authority was not only a political 

betrayal but also a religious one. He called for Muslims to rally around the Ottoman state in 

defense of their faith, framing loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph as a fundamental duty of all 

believers. This message resonated with conservative factions within the Ottoman Empire 

and provided a religious justification for Abdülhamid’s increasingly authoritarian rule. By 

tying the survival of Islam to the survival of the Ottoman state, Abū al-Hudā sought to 
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counter both external threats from European imperialism and internal challenges from 

Muslim reformists and nationalists. 

Abū al-Hudā’s activities in support of Sultan Abdülhamid II were not limited to 

intellectual defenses of the caliphate or strategic uses of the press. His close personal 

relationship with the Sultan allowed him to play a direct role in shaping Hamidian policy, 

particularly in the realm of religious affairs. Abū al-Hudā’s influence extended into the Sufi 

orders, where he sought to strengthen the spiritual and political bond between the Sultan-

Caliph and the Muslim community. His leadership in the Ottoman religious establishment, 

combined with his strategic use of media and intellectual resources, made him a key figure 

in Abdülhamid’s efforts to consolidate power and preserve the Ottoman state’s claim to 

Islamic legitimacy. Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī’s activities during the late 19th century 

represent a complex and multi-faceted effort to defend the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph and the 

broader Islamic political order. By engaging with the Egyptian press, cultivating networks 

of loyalists, and producing religious works such as Da’ī al-Rashad, Abū al-Hudā sought to 

promote the idea that the survival of the Ottoman state was essential for the preservation of 

Islam itself. His efforts highlight the intricate interplay between religion, politics, and 

media in the defense of Muslim political authority during a time of profound change and 

uncertainty. 

 

B. Propaganda and the Press: Abū al-Hudā’s Activities in Support of the Sultan 

 Following the British occupation of Egypt in 1882, the Egyptian press was broadly 

divided between pro and anti-British camps. Within this broad categorization were 

publications that were pro-French and pro-Ottoman and others that in their pro-Britishness, 
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expressed a contempt for the rule of Abdülhamid II. Among the former was the daily al-

Muayyad, which effectively functioned as megaphone of Khedive ʿAbbās Hilmī II. Al-

Muqattam can be seen as an example of the latter par excellence.352 Naturally, whatever 

direct influence Istanbul had over Egypt was severely damaged in the wake of the British 

takeover. While nominally still an Ottoman territory under the rule of the Khedive who 

formally took legitimation for his authority from the Ottoman Sultan, the British held 

effective control. Given the geopolitical situation facing the Ottoman state at the time, it 

was no surprise that Abdülhamid avoided openly confronting the British in Egypt. 

However, he was not so concerned as to avoid trying to reach out directly to Egyptians via 

the press. Generally speaking, greater freedom of the press in British-ruled Egypt made it 

an attractive destination for Ottoman opposition intellectuals facing the sultan’s regime of 

censorship in Istanbul. Ironically, this also facilitated efforts on the part of the sultan to 

engage in the Egyptian journalistic milieu with a view of influencing public opinion. Abū 

al-Hudā took a leading role in these efforts through a number of followers and close 

associates involved in press. His main objective: to strengthen the image of the sultan-

caliph among Egyptians and vis-à-vis the British. 

At a time when the legitimacy of the Ottoman sultan-caliph was under various 

strains, Abū al-Hudā’s Egyptian circle played an important role in the call for Muslims to 

rally around the Ottoman state and the person of the sultan-caliph in particular. The 

periodicals that these individuals founded, led, and contributed to, served as an important 

intellectual and ideological link between Istanbul and Cairo. And while not all of the 

 
352 For more on al-Muqattam, see: Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic.   
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individuals in question were followers or Abū al-Hudā per se, they were invariably 

committed to the defence of the Empire against foreign aggression and the promotion of the 

sultan-caliph as the axiom around which imperial stability revolved.  

Among Abū al-Hudā’s closest confidants in Egypt was the aforementioned Hasan 

Hüsnü al-Tuwayrānī. Hailing from a family with roots in Toyran, a village near Salonica353, 

al-Tuwayrānī was born on October 13th, 1850 in Cairo. Later, he followed in his father and 

grandfather’s footsteps and became a civil servant in Egypt. In 1880, al-Tuwayrānī 

travelled to Istanbul where he became a member of the Cemiyet-i Rusumiye, a position he 

held until his death.354 It was during this time that he first had contact with Abū al-Hudā, 

ultimately entering the Rifāʿī order at Abū al-Hudā’s hand in 1882.355 Al-Tuwayrānī was 

active in the Istanbul publishing scene, founding the periodical al-Insān in 1884356 and 

writing for several others including al-Salām, al-I’tidāl and Zamān.357 Al-Tuwayrānī died 

in Istanbul in 1897 and was buried at the Shaykh Hasib Efendi Dergah, a Rifāʿī lodge in the 

city’s famed Eyüp district.358 

 
353 Bursali Mehmed Tahir Efendi, Osmanli Müellifleri (Istanbul: Meral, 1972), p. 159.  

354 Mehmed Zeki Pakalin, Sicill-i Osmani Zeyli (Ankara: Türk  Tarih Kurume, 2008), pp. 111-112, cited in 

Mustafa Ince, “Pro-Ottoman Press in Egypt in the Late Nineteenth Century: The Case of Al-Sayyādī Circle in 

Egypt, International Journal of Turcologia, Vol. 9, No. 18: 5-19.  

355 Eich, “Abū’l-Hudā as-Sayyādī: Eine Studie zur Istrumentalisierung sufischer Netzwerke und genalogischer 

Kontroversen im spätosmanischen”, 61.  

356 Fīlīb dī Tarrāzī, Tārīkh al-Ṣaḥāfa al-ʿArabiyya, vol 2(Beirut: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Adabiyya, 1913), 44.  

357 Mustafa Ince, “Pro-Ottoman Press In Egypt”, 9.  
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On December 17, 1891 following his return to Egypt, al-Tuwayrānī published the 

first issue of al-Nīl. Published with the intent of promoting a pro-Ottoman vision amongst 

the Egyptian reading public, it took an editorial line that sought a degree of reconciliation 

between the Ottoman and the British Empires.359 During al-Tuwayrānī’s tenure as editor, 

al-Nīl consistently promoted themes that can best be described as being in support of the 

defence of “the religion” (al-dīn; i.e. Islam) and the sacred.360 This was not as general of 

position as it may initially seem. In reality, it entailed a defence of the legitimacy of the 

Ottoman Empire and promoted loyalty to the Ottoman sultan-caliph in the face of external 

as well as internal challenges, particularly those of the emerging cadre of modernist Muslim 

thinkers who questioned the legitimacy of the Ottoman dynasty’s claim to the caliphal 

office. Moreover, the pages of al-Nīl were filled with staunch defences of the Ottoman 

caliphate in the face of efforts by Europeans as well as proto-Arab nationalist Muslim 

reformists to push the idea of an Arab caliphate. It was also staunchly opposed to the 

activities of the Young Turks in Egypt meant to undermine the image of the sultan and 

published regular counter arguments against the editor of the anti-Abdülhamid newspaper 

Mizān, Murad Bey.361 

Through its networks of correspondents that included Walī al-Dīn Yakan in Egypt 

and Ḥabīb Fāris and Dāwūd Barakāt in Lebanon, al-Nīl’s editorial line gave preference to 

stories relating Ottoman affairs to the Ottoman sultan-caliph in particular. In terms of 
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Egypt, al-Nīl consistently promoted the idea that Egypt was a privileged Ottoman province 

and framed the relationship between Abdülhamid and the Khedive as one between a 

suzerain and vassal.362 Abū al-Hudā himself featured in the pages of al-Nīl at times as the 

newspaper engaged in arguments with other Egyptian papers over the shaykh’s political 

activities363, a common feature of periodicals associated with Abū al-Hudā and his circle.  

Al-Qāhira al-Ḥurra was one of the newspapers in which Abū al-Hudā was most 

active. Founded by Salīm Fāris al-Shidyaq in 1885, a close associate of al-Sayyādi, Kamāl 

al-Dīn Dimashqī (d. 1911) purchased and subsequently relaunched the paper (it had ceased 

publication in 1888) in 1896 at a time when Abū al-Hudā was particularly active in the 

Egyptian press in pushing back against criticism of his activities.364 More controversial then 

al-Nīl, the pages of Al-Qāhira al-Ḥurra were reported to have sparked intrigues between 

Cairo and Istanbul and was said to have been used as an instrument by Abū al-Hudā and his 

followers to engage in their causes.365 As a testament both to Abū al-Hudā’s position at the 

time as well as Kamāl al-Dīn Dimashqī’s close relationship to the shaykh, repeated requests 

were made to him for access to Abū al-Hudā for the purpose of having various solicitations 

fulfilled.366  

 
362 Al-Nīl, April 20 1893 [3 Shawwāl 1310], no. 362; Al-Nīl, March 10 1898 [25 Ramadan 1313], no. 472.  

363 Al-Nīl, April 13 1893 [26 Ramadān], no. 361.  

364 Walī al-Dīn Yakan, al-Ma‘lūm wa al-Majhūl (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat al-Maʿārif, 1909–1911), 95.  

365 Tarrāzī, Tārīkh al-Sahāfa al-’Arabīyyah, 28-29. 

366 Hasan al-Samāhī al-Suwaydān, Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī fī Āthār Muʿāṣirīhi (Damascus: Dār al-Bashāʾir, 
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The Istanbul-based al-Ḥaqā’iq, which began publication in 1885, was founded by 

an Egyptian-born follower of Abū al-Hudā named Abū Naṣr Yaḥyā al-Salāwī.367 While its 

mission was officially to promote the extending of education and the expansion of the arts 

between individuals across the Ottoman Empire, it ultimately sought to promote the idea of 

Ottoman unity via loyalty the sultan-caliph to the Empire’s Arabic speaking subjects. Al-

Salāwī also delved into history, penning an Arabic-language history of the Ottoman 

dynasty. Titled ʿIqd al-Jumān fī Tārīkh Salāṭīn al ʿUthmān (The Necklace of Pearls in the 

history of the Ottoman Sultans), the book amounted to what was essentially a 

hagiographical tribute in poetic form to the Ottoman ruling household from Osman Gazi to 

Abdülmecid, Abdülhamid II’s father.368 

The Turkīyya newspaper owned by Qaysar Pasha Karam, on whom very little 

information is available, was another venue through with Abū al-Hudā sought to advance 

his agenda in Egypt. First published on May 22, 1897, the only significant insights we have 

into Abū al-Hudā’s linkages to the publication come from John Louis Sabunji (1838-1931), 

a catholic priest born in Diyarbakir who eventually settled in London whereupon he 

became active in anti-Hamidian propaganda and who was eventually coaxed to come to 

Istanbul where he was employed by Abdülhamid until the Young Turkey revolution of 

1908.369 It would appear as though the Sultan’s interest in knowing more about Abū al-

Hudā’s involvement with Shaykh Zāfir and ʿIzzet Bey led him to seek Sabunjī’s assessment 
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regarding Abū al-Hudā’s activities in Egypt. According to Sabunjī’s account, Abū al-Hudā 

sought to shape opinion favourable of himself through the paper and engage in polemics 

against his rivals, most notably at the time Shaykh Zāfir and ʿIzzet Bey: 

Abū al-Hudā Efendi published articles against other Shaykhs and notable persons in 

order to expose their faults and misconducts in newspapers such as al-Ahrām, al-Basīr 

and al-Muayyad, among other, for his own interests.370 

 

Abū al-Hudā seemed to be well positioned to support a number of publications through his 

followers and supporters. According to report from Sabunjī written while employed by the 

Sultan:  

It is not hidden from the imperial wisdom and intelligence that a shaykh such as Abu 

al-Huda, who receives a monthly salary of more than 200 liras and has been honoured 

with abundant imperial grants, would be able to patronize newspapers in order to for 

a public opinion favourable to him.371 

 

Sabunjī’s accounts should be taken with a measure of scepticism given his open enmity 

towards Abū al-Hudā, however his accounts clearly illustrate the extent to which Abū al-

Hudā’s influence was both sought after and watched closely by the palace. Sabunjī’s own 

diaries tell us that he regularly translated excerpts published in Arabic newspapers that 

referenced Abū al-Hudā and presented them to Abdülhamid.372 On one level, this is 

reflective of the personal enmity Sabunjī seemed to harbour towards Abū al-Hudā, while on 

the other, it reflects the fact that it was likely that Abdülhamid sought out these translations 
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in order to gain some perspective on how Abū al-Hudā was perceived among Arabic 

speaking subjects of the Empire in Egypt and beyond.  

 Although the nature of the relationships between Abū al-Hudā and the founders and 

editors of the periodicals mentioned above varied, it is clear enough that their ties were 

organic and that they were primarily of a patron-patronized or master-disciple character. 

While it is interesting to note that numerous journalists who started out with these outlets 

would go on to become masters of their craft, what is most important as it concerns to 

topics being discussed here is that they contributed to the propagation of imperial ideals 

expressed through Arabic and leveraging common values and symbols. Thus, while Abū al-

Hudā’s use of these publications to pursue what have been characterized as personal and 

political vendettas, this should not cloud their more general significance in service of an 

imperial narrative promoted by the Hamidian court and propagated through Sufi shaykhs 

such as Abū al-Hudā.   

 

C. The Ottoman Conception of the Caliphate 

There have been various degrees of distinctiveness of the Ottoman caliphate. Major 

historical events that preceded the rise of the Ottomans, from the Crusades to the Mongol 

invasions, left their mark on later political and cultural formations across the Islamicate 

world. From its origins, the caliphate represented more than just a political or religious 

order. For its early theoreticians, it represented the embodiment of the body-politic of the 

Muslim community writ large and a habitus for the community of believers. Hüseyin 

Yilmaz, in his Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought, that 

the idea of the Islamic caliphate was effectively reconstructed during the long emergence of 
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the Ottoman Empire and ultimately reborn in a novel ideological form.373 According to 

Yilmaz, central to this ‘reconstruction’ of the caliphal idea under the Ottomans was the 

intersection of the Sultans, statesmen, and scholars with Sufism.374 Over the centuries, so 

the story goes, is that the Ottomans, who at the time of their emergence, emerged in a 

Islamicate world that had been radically altered by the Turco-Mongol invasions over the 

course of the proceeding centuries, which had effectively transformed the idea of a unified 

caliphate into a utopic vision. Given that, prior to the Mongol’s conversion to Islam, that 

much of the Muslim world was under non-Muslim control, the void in political leadership, 

rather than being filled by jurists, was filled by Sufis. Succeeding Ibn ʿArabī, Sufi authors 

articulated a theory of political hierarchy that extended into both the visible and unseen 

worlds.375 

As the Ottoman Empire continued to expand, Ottoman thinkers began to outline a 

theory of the caliphate that sidestepped traditional juristic models that demanded that the 

caliph be of the Qurāyshī lineage of the Prophet and instead created what Yilmaz 

effectively explains as a grand bargain between the Ottoman Sultanate and the mystic 

hierarchy claimed by the Sufis. Thus, in sixteenth-century Ottoman political discourse, the 

Sultan is depicted not as a Mawardian caliph along jurisprudential lines, but rather as a 

Sufi-Caliph, a deputy of God on earth, whose realm includes both the temporal and the 

spiritual until the end times, when his authority would be surrendered. For Yilmaz, the 
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close association of the Ottoman ruling elite with prominent Sufi orders led to the 

development of a legitimizing discourse based largely on Sufi principles.376 The vision of 

the caliphate that the Sufis advanced was perfectly suited to the needs of a rising Muslim 

and non-Arab empire such as the Ottomans: 

The Ottoman caliphate, turned into an powerful foundational myth that was enhanced 

by a syncretic amalgamation of popular imageries and formal teachings of Islamic 

disciplines, then became the defining mantra of Ottoman imperial ideology 

continuously adapted to new political configurations and confessional manifestations, 

and reworked until the end of the empire.377 

 

D. Absolute Obedience: Da’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ 

According to Abū al-Hudā’s friends, “by his wisdom […] he led the hearts of the 

Arabs […] to adhere to the Caliphate and to bind themselves in loyalty to the commander 

of the faithful.”378 While this assessment undoubtedly represents an embellishment of the 

facts, it does reflect the fact that Abū al-Hudā devoted a significant amount of energy to 

supporting of the sultan-caliph, both with regards to its embodiment in Abdülhamid, but 

also as a general call for Muslims to bind themselves to the Imam of the age. One of the 

most important written works in this regard was a booklet entitled Dā’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl 

al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ (a call to guidance on the path of unity and submission), an 

expression of Abū al-Hudā’s political position on the question of the caliphate and the 

legitimacy of the Sultan. 
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Dā’ī al-Rashad appears to be the only surviving work we have from Abū al-Hudā 

that was exclusively devoted to elucidating the arguments regarding to the obligation of 

allegiance to the Sultan. Other works listed in Kitāb al-Furqān included the following 

titles: Wujūb al-Sulṭān; Mafakhīr al-Baīt al-’Uthmānī al-’Ālī; Taʿẓīm Imām al-Mu’minīn 

Naṣaruhu Mu’īn; Bahjat al-Zaman fī maʿāthir khalifat Sayyid Wild Adnan Mawlana 

Abdulḥamīd Khan; and Ma‘na ḥubb al-waṭan min al-Imān.379 Through these works, it 

would appear that Abū al-Hudā sought to refute the arguments of the opponents of not only 

of Abdülhamid II, but more generally of those who questioned the legitimacy of the 

Ottoman claim to the caliphate. Moreover, they indicate the importance that Abū al-Hudā 

and other like-minded men of religion attached to defining the proper relationship between 

the sultan-caliph and his Muslim subjects in particular, namely the obligation not only to 

obey, but also to merits of total devotion to the preservation of the sultan-caliph’s rule. The 

fact that this point appears to have been argued so forcefully is itself an indication of the 

perceived strength of the opposition to both Abdülhamid and the Ottoman caliphal claim 

and the necessity of countering it with such rigour.  

With regards to Dā’ī al-Rashad lī sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, based on both 

textual and contextual evidence, Abu-Manneh points to a publication date of around 1880 

CE, making it one of Abū al-Hudā’s earlier writings on the subject. The immediate context 

for its publication came in the early years of his tenure back in Istanbul in the service of 

Sultan Abdülhamid II following his restoration to the post of Naqīb al-Ashrāf of Aleppo 
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following his dismissal in the wake of deposition of Sultan Abdülaziz in May 1876.380 

Towards the end of 1876, upon being conferred with the title of Haramaīn, a high rank in 

the official hierarchy of Ottoman ʿulemā’, Abū al-Hudā returned to Istanbul. According to 

his companion Abdulqādir al-Qudsī, shortly after arriving in Istanbul Abū al-Hudā was 

invited to Yildiz Palace to meet Sultan Abdülhamid.381 Following this meeting, Abū al-

Hudā was reportedly requested to regularly attend the Sultan’s presence and shortly 

thereafter was appointed as the official head of the Sufi shaykhs of the Ottoman domains, 

the position of shaykh al-Mashī’ikh.382 Despite reportedly being abruptly ordered back to 

Aleppo in June 1878 for reasons that are not totally clear383, he was recalled to Istanbul 

mere months later and would stay for the next two decades where he enjoyed the 

confidence of the sultan and climbed the ranks of the Ottoman ʿulemā’ hierarchy, 

ultimately reaching the grade of Kazi-Asker of Rumeli in 1885, the highest degree in the 

ʿulemā’ hierarchy.384 

It is in the context of Abū al-Hudā’s closeness to the Hamidian court that Abu 

Manneh argues that Abū al-Hudā was likely instructed to compose Dā’ī al-Rashad given 

that its contents reflect what Abu-Manneh argues represents the official view of the 
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Hamidian court.385 While this may in fact be the case, the fact that both explicit and implicit 

arguments in favour of the sultan-caliph are present gives us insight into the fact that Abū 

al-Hudā’s views may have been more deeply ingrained than of someone merely seeking 

political favour.  

Throughout its eighty-odd pages, the treatise articulates an argument of why 

obedience to the sultan-caliph as embodied by Abdülhamid was considered to be obligatory 

upon the Muslim community.  Abū al-Hudā opens his arguments by laying out a hierarchy 

of creation, the role of the Prophets in this hierarchy and the inheritance of the generations 

after the Prophet Muḥammad according to the basic Sunni Islamic framework, emphasizing 

that obedience to the ‘Imam’ was predicated upon the legitimacy of inheritance the Imam 

of the age was endowed with by virtue of his Muhammadan inheritance: 

By His will, God created and regulated the world. He then sent prophets to guide 

mankind to Him, like shepherds, to His subjects. The latter were bound to accept their 

doings and their commands with complicity and resignation without question […] 

The greatest of those prophets, Muḥammad, may God’s peace and blessings be upon 

him, drew the hearts of the believers to God and laid down the foundations of unity 

on a stronger basis. He called for cooperation among the believers in doing good 

deeds and warned against cooperation in evil and dissension […] His (the Prophet’s) 

companions followed his teachings and were rewarded by being mentioned in the 

Qur’an […] And after him they followed his successor (khalīfah) and were obedient 

to him. Since then, obedience to the Imam was part of submission and resignation to 

God.386 

 

In the preceding passage, Abū al-Hudā emphasizes the almost cosmic function of the 

caliphal office in the hierarchy of creation. Moreover, he re-iterates  a key traditional Sunni 
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position towards the legitimation of the caliphal office in the post-Prophetic age, wherein 

obedience to the Prophet is akin to obedience to God, a principle established in the Qur’an, 

and, consequently, obedience to the legitimate Imam of the day is akin to obeying the 

Prophet and therefore, part of the submission and resignation to God.   

It may seem odd at first that such pains are taken to establish what is perhaps best 

understood as a hierarchy based in sacred history through which the legitimacy of Muslim 

rulers is established, however, there are two good reasons for this. Firstly, Abū al-Hudā is 

simply following the most basic of Muslim political philosophical positions, firmly 

situating the opening of his discourse in the Sunni tradition. Secondly, it is important to 

bear in the mind the context discussed above wherein various challenges to both the 

traditional mode of Islamic governance and the legitimacy of the Ottomans themselves 

were being made both from within and without the Empire. Thus, it would have been 

important for an articulation of the official line of the Hamidian court to set its line or 

argumentation clearly in traditional Sunni political theory.  

The treatise also sought to emphasize that the right of the sultan to claim the 

caliphal mantle was based as much upon the traditional Islamic political imperative that it 

was incumbent upon the Muslims to appoint an Imam to secure the implementation of the 

sharīʿah as it was upon Abdülhamid’s inheritance of the caliphate from his ancestors: 

In time, the Caliphate was transmitted to the Ottomans and reached Sultan 

Abdulhamid II. Already known for his virtue and devotion, after his ascendancy the 

Sultan showed religious zeal, upheld the shari’ah and worked for the protection of the 

ummah.387 
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 The core of Abū al-Hudā’s exposition here is dedicated to demonstrating the 

absolute obligation of all members of the Muslim community to obey the sultan-caliph. As 

discussed above, the re-affirmation of the sultan-caliph’s right to rule absolutely formed a 

key element of the Hamidian court’s strategy of legitimation, what has often been referred 

to as Abdülhamid’s ‘Islamic policy’. It also formed a key pillar in the conservative reaction 

to the Tanzimat era as part of the effort to shift political power back to the sultan’s court 

away from the Sublime Porte. Implicit in Abū al-Hudā’s argument is the idea that 

allegiance to the sultan-caliph is analogous to a Muslim’s allegiance to the Prophet 

Muḥammad and ultimately to God: 

As demanded by their faith, Muslims ought to be obedient to him […] So God 

commanded in the Qur’an. The Prophet, may peace and blessings be upon him, is 

reported to have said “He who obeys me, obeys God […] and whosoever obeys my 

successor (khalifa), obeys me.”388 

 

This was even more so given the tumultuous context facing the Empire:  

It is a duty to submit to the Amīr […] especially in times of war against oppressive 

enemies and of struggle against dissenters of our time.389 Muslims were in distress 

and nothing remained except for them to unite under the word of God and to submit 

in word and deed to the commander of the faithful, the defender of the faith.390 

 

Moreover, Abū al-Hudā sought to emphasize that Abdülhamid possessed all the 

necessary traits and virtues that support the legitimacy of his caliphal rule. These included 

his guardianship over Islam’s holy sites, including Ḥaram al-Sharīf in Jerusalem and his 
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fulfillment of his martial obligation to defend the state, and therefore defend Islam and the 

Muslim community.391 Particularly important for Abū al-Hudā’s Sufi audiences was the 

idea that the sultan’s fulfillment of his duty to care for the tombs of the saints re-enforced 

his legitimacy.392 Interestingly, Abū al-Hudā included the proviso that the sultan had in fact 

abandoned absolute government and established governance by consultation.393 While an 

odd assertion in some respects, particularly in the context of a treatise devoted to the idea of 

the obligation and necessity of absolute obedience and loyalty to the sultan-caliph, it no 

doubt sought to address concerns amongst the Empire’s Arabic speaking subjects following 

the suspension of the newly promulgated Ottoman constitution in 1878. Moreover, it fits 

with the notion discussed above of the Hamidian era being characterized as an era that 

witnessed an ‘invented’ Ottoman tradition, wherein the forms of and symbols of Ottoman 

imperial tradition were emphasized in sometimes quite novel ways.  

In defending Abdülhamid’s position as sultan-caliph, Abū al-Hudā sought to 

emphasize the spiritual connection between the caliph and his Muslim subjects as necessary 

if the Empire, and thus the Muslim community, were to survive the uncertain times they 

were facing: 

For the sake of the defending the ummah and the lands of Islam, Muslims ought to 

not only to be submissive to the Caliph but also unite and bind their hearts to him. 

They have been commanded to do so by God and the Prophets.394 

 

 
391 Ibid., 39.  

392 Ibid. 

393 Ibid. 

394 Ibid., 18-19. 
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As discussed above, the notion of the bond between the sultan-caliph and the Muslim 

community harkens back to the ideals of the pre-Tanzimat period in the Empire, a point 

emphasized by early conservatives with varying degrees of nostalgia. In this view, this 

bond between the sultan-caliph and his Muslim subjects was pre-requisite to a functioning 

and healthy state based on the idea that the well-being of the state was directly correlated 

with the well-being of the Muslim community, which was itself ultimately dependent on 

the ability of the Sultan to exercise his power effectively.  

 If throughout the treatise, there was an emphasis on the idea that obedience to the 

caliph was tantamount to the obedience of God and his messenger, the opposite was also 

implied; namely that rebellion against the Sultan-Caliph is the same as rebellion against 

God and his messenger: 

 Wretched is he who causes dissension and strife […] In these times of aggression 

and misfortune, he who deviates from the union of Muslims intends to cause evil […] 

and aims at a deeply hidden object which he covers up by remonstrances against 

governors and officials, as well as others, claiming that he is seeking the welfare of 

the Muslims […] That is a false claim, for if her were truthful […] he would substitute 

remonstrances by submission and exhortation.395 By criticizing the Sultan and his 

men, they were breaking the ranks of the Muslims, thus helping their enemies against 

themselves.396 

 

Abū al-Hudā sounded off a dire warning that the Sultan’s enemies, who were 

ultimately framed as the enemies of the Muslims and of Islam, were seeking the destroy the 

pillars of the religion. Thus, he called upon the Muslim community to heed the call to jihād 

 
395 Ibid., 21. 

396 Ibid., 42 
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in order defend the office of the sultan-caliph, because it was through the continued 

existence and functioning of this office that the survival of Islam would be ensured:  

Religious zeal and Islamic virtue requite the unfolding of the banner of union in all 

countries […] and the agreement upon satisfying the supreme Caliph […] which are 

the greatest duties upon all Muslims in Eastern and Western lands and they require 

(Muslims) to rise in support of religion under the banner of the Commander of the 

Faithful in jihad.397 

 

 Abū al-Hudā emphasized that, in his time, the Muslim community would only be 

preserved through the preservation of the office of the sultan-caliph and the Muslim’s 

submission and binding of hearts to him as the organizing principle, both functional and 

metaphysical of the Muslim community. 

 

E. The Sultan-Caliph as the Axis of Unity 

 Apart from works dedicated to the topic, promotion of the sultan-caliph can be 

found throughout numerous works from Abū al-Hudā. In his Ḥadīqat al-Bayān fī Ḥukm 

Nawʿ al-Insān398, Abū al-Hudā effectively highlights the dual spiritual-political role of the 

sultan-caliph and implicitly articulates its relevance in countering nationalist and reformist 

critiques/challenges, the former of which will be discussed in more detail in the following 

section. The following passage offers an effective demonstration of how a distinctly Sunni 

political theory was subtly mobilized to defend the Ottoman sultan-caliph’s authority and 

ultimately his legitimacy. 

 
397 Ibid., 24 

398 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Ḥadīqat al-Bayān fī Ḥukm Nawʿ al-Insān (Egypt: Maṭba’ah al-Islāḥ, n.d).  
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Power discharged by an individual is divided into two categories, Islamic and non-

Islamic. The Islamic category is further subdivided into the categories of revelation 

and considered opinion. The Islamic category includes Muslim rulers and their 

differences as they relate to their respective countries, ethnicities/nationalities and 

places, such as the Shah of the ‘ajm, the ruler of Fes and the Emir of Bukhara or the 

Emir of the Afghans, among others. As for the non-Islamic, it includes the likes of 

the English king, the Russian emperor, the Austrian emperor and the king of Italy, 

among others[...] Among the items that fall under the category of revelation is power 

discharged through public oaths to the great Caliph. On the other hand, considered 

opinion is the source consensus (of opinions) of the rulers of a particular principality 

such as those we have enumerated. The difference between revelation and considered 

opinion in this regard is that if a subject of those rulers disobeys their commands and 

joins (their allegiance) to the caliph, there is no claim against him from the perspective 

of Islamic law and he is not held accountable by God, nor his he considered to be 

disobedient or a transgressor. However, if one of the subjects of the caliph stands 

against his (the caliph’s) command and joins his allegiance to another of the 

aforementioned rulers, then he is considered to be disobedient and is accountable to 

God. Moreover, if he dies in that state (of disobedience to the caliph), then he dies the 

death of an ignoramus (jāhil) equivalent to those who died upon the religion of the 

Arabs prior to Islam.399  

 

The text divides power into "Islamic" and "non-Islamic," establishing a framework 

for the legitimacy of rulers based on their adherence to Islamic principles. The distinction 

between rulers of Islamic polities and non-Islamic powers such as the English, Russian, and 

Austrian,  rulers, in this instance, reflects the text's view of sovereignty as inherently tied to 

Islamic identity and law. Within the Islamic category, the text further differentiates between 

the "Caliph" and other regional rulers (e.g., the Shah of the ʿAjam, the ruler of Fes, and the 

Emir of Bukhara). This distinction underscores the unique position of the Caliph as the 

supreme leader whose legitimacy transcends national, ethnic, or regional boundaries. The 

text also defines power discharged through "revelation" (public allegiance to the Caliph) as 

superior to "considered opinion" (regional rulers' authority). Revelation here symbolizes 

 
399 Al-Ṣayyādī, Hadiqat al Bayan, 14-15.  
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divine guidance and ultimate legitimacy in governance, aligning the Caliph with the 

Prophet Muhammad’s role as a divinely ordained leader. In contrast, the authority of 

regional rulers is presented as a pragmatic necessity, bounded by local contexts and lacking 

the universal legitimacy conferred by revelation.  

Notably, the passage makes a theological claim about obedience to the Caliph, 

linking allegiance to him with one’s spiritual standing before God, repeating a basic claim 

often made by Abu al-Huda. Disobedience to the Caliph is framed as a sin with profound 

eschatological consequences, equating it with the ignorance (jāhiliyya) of pre-Islamic 

Arabia. This rhetoric positions the Caliph as a spiritual axis whose authority is 

indispensable for maintaining the faith of the Muslim community. Importantly, The text 

draws directly from classical Sunni political theology, which emphasizes the necessity of 

allegiance to a single Caliph as a divine command. By stating that allegiance to the Caliph 

absolves a subject of accountability before God, the text invokes the concept of ṭāʿa 

(obedience) to legitimate the Sultan-Caliph’s rule as a religious obligation. 

Regarding the caliph’s position vis-à-vis other Muslim rulers, the above passage 

makes it clear that allegiance to the Caliph supersedes local loyalties. In the context 

Abdülhamid’s rule, this effectively serves as a defense against challenges to Ottoman 

centralization and as a justification for the Sultan-Caliph’s role as the supreme leader of the 

Muslim world. On a related note, by invoking the death of a disobedient subject as 

equivalent to dying in ignorance (jāhiliyya), the text emphasizes the spiritual dangers of 

fragmentation and disunity, thus providing an important religiously-rooted counter to 

nationalist or reformist critiques of Ottoman authority. Implicitly, The passage undermines 

nationalist critiques by framing regional rulers’ authority as secondary to the Caliph’s. It 
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implicitly challenges nationalist ideologies that prioritize ethnic or regional identities over 

allegiance to the Ottoman state, which is here equated with the universal Islamic order. The 

theological emphasis on allegiance to the Caliph as a divine duty reflects a commitment to 

the unity of the umma. This argument reinforces the classical Sunni ideal of a single, 

unified Muslim polity under a divinely sanctioned leader, countering the fragmented 

loyalties associated with rising nationalist movements. Ultimately, the text underscores the 

Ottoman claim to represent the continuation of the classical Caliphate. This serves both a 

theological and a political function, bolstering the Sultan-Caliph’s legitimacy in the face of 

internal and external challenges.  

What stands out about the short passage presented above is the fact that it illustrates 

how classical Sunni political theology was mobilized, even if indirectly, to defend the 

Ottoman Sultan-Caliph’s authority in the 19th century. It integrates theological principles 

with political realities, constructing the Sultan-Caliph as the axis of unity and stability for 

the Muslim umma. The text’s stark condemnation of disobedience to the Caliph reflects a 

defensive posture against both nationalist movements and reformist critiques, affirming the 

Ottoman Sultanate’s position as the embodiment of Islamic governance. By invoking 

eschatological accountability, the text emphasizes the Sultan-Caliph’s spiritual and political 

indispensability, framing allegiance to him as a cornerstone of Islamic identity and state 

survival. 

 

F. Divine Mandate and Sacred Authority 

In 1905CE, Abū al-Hudā published a lengthy treatise exploring key points of 

Islamic practice, doctrine and rulings titled Al-Ḥaqīqah al-Bāhirah fī Asrār al-Sharī’ah al-



196 

 

Ṭāhirah400. Based on a famous hadith in which the Prophet Muhammad was reported to 

have said that that Islam was divided into seventy branches, the text has a much more 

obviously religious focus than the texts presented in this section thus far. However, it 

nevertheless presents a nuanced articulation of Abū al-Hudā’s views on the role of the 

sultan-caliph, both in the spiritual and temporal realms, albeit in manner in which the points 

of argumentation are scattered throughout. It presents a continuity of Abū al-Hudā’s 

thinking on the subject framed in a more overtly religious context. Through its exploration 

of principles such as Commanding the Good and Forbidding Evil (al-Amr b’il-Ma’rūf wa 

al-Nahī ’an al-Munkār), fidelity to divine covenants (al-wafā’ bi-al-‘uhūd wa al-

mawāthīq), and obedience to the Imam, the text integrates Ottoman authority into the 

classical Sunni concept of the Caliphate. The following examines selected passages that 

highlight the Sultan-Caliph’s indispensable role in enforcing justice, maintaining social and 

spiritual unity, and safeguarding divine law. It also considers how these theological 

arguments were mobilized to counter nationalist and reformist critiques, positioning the 

Ottoman Sultanate as both a political and metaphysical cornerstone of the Muslim ummah.  

 

G. Commanding the Good and Forbidding Evil (al-Amr b’il-Ma’rūf wa al-Nahī  ’an 

al-Munkār) 

Everything that stems from these two branches is obligatory on every Muslim. It is 

the responsibility of a Muslim if he sees something evil to change it with his hand, 

and if he is not able, then to change it with his tongue, and if he is not able, to change 

it in his heart. This we have been taught by our Prophet. Many of the Imams of the 

religion, may God be pleased with them, said: ‘changing evil by the hand is for the 

princes (al-Umarā’); by the tongue for the scholars; and in the heart is for the 

masses[…] It is obligatory on every individual who belongs to the Muslim 

 
400 Abū al-Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira fī Asrār al-Sharīʿah (Egypt, 1905). 
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community to stand with those who command the good and forbid evil, thus everyone 

will be his assistants in the aforementioned commands and prohibitions, acting by the 

saying of God “help one another to do what is right and good; do not help one another 

towards sin and hostility. Be mindful of God, for His punishment is severe” (Qur’an 

5:2). It is also obligatory on the one who commands and prohibits to not forget 

himself, this being the target of the saying of God “How can you tell people to do 

what is right and forget to do it yourselves, even though you recite the Scripture? 

Have you no sense?” (Qu’ran 2:44). And here is another secret: it is obligatory upon 

the Muslim community to support the one commanding the good and forbidding the 

evil without unnecessary monitoring (tajassus) […] rather it is upon him to stand with 

the truth (al-haqq) and help its people. It is obligatory upon the one commanding to 

ensure commands are fulfilled in line with the truth (mawāfaqah al-haqq) and to 

distance it from what is against it.401  

 

In the commanding of good and forbidding of evil is the good life (al-ḥayāt al-

ṭayyibah) for the Muslim community. This is because the system is not complete for 

the wellbeing of the general public except through these two branches. Through them, 

the best interests of the community are preserved. Through them, the guest is secured 

from the evils of the strong, the oppressed is made safe from the evil of the oppressor, 

proper measure is preserved, the ethics and laws of the nation are preserved, and the 

rulings of the sacred law are elevated. Through them the honour of the great Imamate 

is magnified and the glory of the great caliphate is glorified, the scholars are cherished 

and the notables are revered; the weak are protected and the hearts of both the rich 

and poor are purified.402 

 

Verily, God wants that those who He empowers on earth and entrusts with the affairs 

of creation to establish the prayer and pay the zakat (alms) and command the good 

and forbid evil[…] disengagement from these qualities is weakness and impotence.403 

 

The text positions the Sultan-Caliph as the highest authority responsible for enforcing al-

Amr b’il-Ma’rūf wa al-Nahī ’an al-Munkār. This principle, integral to Islamic governance, 

assigns the task of "changing evil by the hand" to the umara’ (princes), symbolically 

including the Sultan-Caliph. By safeguarding justice, protecting the weak, and preserving 

 
401 al-Ṣayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 86-87.  

402 Ibid., 88.  

403 Ibid. 
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the ethics and laws of the nation, the Sultan-Caliph ensures societal order and the proper 

functioning of governance. The enforcement of these principles is linked to the moral and 

spiritual health of the community. The text explicitly states that through these acts, "the 

honor of the great Imamate is magnified and the glory of the great caliphate is glorified." 

This glorification elevates the Sultan-Caliph’s role to a metaphysical plane, where his 

leadership is a reflection of divine will, bridging the earthly and spiritual realms. By 

emphasizing the Sultan-Caliph’s role in commanding good and forbidding evil, the text 

portrays the Sultanate as indispensable for preserving both societal order and spiritual well-

being. Although perhaps not its primary intention in this context, this positioning offers a 

counter to nationalist sentiments by framing rebellion as a threat to divine justice and 

communal harmony.  

 

H. Fulfilling Covenants and (al-wafā’ bi-al-‘uhūd wa al-mawāthīq) 

Fulfilling covenants is divided into three: First, in the right of God, the right of his 

Prophet, and the right of His religion. Second, in the right of believers. Third, in the 

right of other creatures. Fulfilling God’s covenant means abiding by His limits and 

having reverence for His rituals and religion, respect for His Prophet and adherence 

to his sunnah  and adopting his moral qualities, and striving for the victory of the 

rulings of the shari’ah through the self, through one’s wealth and tongue, and in 

reverence for the status of the Prophet, may God bless him and his family and grant 

them peace[…] And from the fulfill of the covenants as it relates to the rights of God 

is maintaining a firm hold on the pledge of allegiance to the caliph of the age. By this 

I mean the sultan who has gathered the people under his mantle. Whoever does not 

pledge allegiance to him, be truthful to him, and advise him in his religion, his self, 

and his kingdom, is deficient in the covenant of allegiance that the noble Sharia 

obligates him to preserve. This is a departure from the provisions of the Sharia. May 

God protect us and the Muslims.404 

 

 
404 al-Ṣayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 103-105.  
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The above passage underscores the necessity of allegiance (bay‘a) to the Sultan-Caliph, 

who "gathers the people under his mantle." This allegiance is portrayed as a covenant not 

only with the ruler but also with God, making political loyalty a religious obligation. The 

Sultan-Caliph’s leadership is seen as a unifying force against fragmentation, tying the 

survival of the state to his authority. Fulfilling covenants with God is also associated with 

upholding divine law, reverence for the Prophet, and adherence to his moral qualities. The 

Sultan-Caliph’s role as the executor of these principles places him as the spiritual shepherd 

of the Muslim community. Failing to pledge allegiance is described as a violation of the 

sacred law, reinforcing the Sultan-Caliph’s dual role as both political leader and religious 

guide. This passage also effectively integrates Abdülhamid’s Sultanate into the tradition 

Sunni concept of the Caliphate by portraying the Ottoman Sultan as the legitimate heir to 

the prophetic tradition. By framing loyalty to the Sultan-Caliph as part of the divine 

covenant, the text offers a counter to both internal and external critiques that sought to 

diminish the Ottoman Sultanate’s religious authority. 

 

I. Obedience to the Imam of the Muslims 

The imamate is part of the religion, and within it lies the meaning of tawhid, which is 

unity; and unity means both much union and separation. The Prophet, may God bless 

him and his family and grant them peace, commanded obedience to the ruler, for in 

obeying him is obedience to the messenger and in obedience to the messenger […] is 

obedience to God. From Sahīh al-Bukhārī on authority of the Commander of the 

Faithful Ali, may God ennoble his face and be pleased with him, “I heard the 

Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him and his family peace, say: a 

people will emerge from my nation who will recite the Qur’an which your recitation 

does not compare to, nor your prayer has anything to do with their prayer, nor your 

fasting has anything to do with your fasting. They will recite the Qur’an thinking that 

it will be testament for them when it fact it will testify against them. Their prayer will 

not go beyond their collarbones and they will pass out of Islam as an arrow passes 

through its target […]” They left the region and were called Kharajites because they 
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disobeyed the ruler, for obedience to the ruler is obligatory. According to Sahl Ibn 

Abdullah (Sahl al-Tustari), he who does not recognize the authority of the ruler of his 

age, verily he is a heretic (zindiq). It is also related (khabar) that the sultan is the 

shadow of God on earth, so whoever deceives him has gone astray, and whoever 

advises him is guided. And in the Qur’an it says: “Obey God and obey the Messenger 

and those in authority among you (Qur’an 4: 59). The sacred law has made obedience 

to the Imam obligatory except as it relates to disobedience to God. According to Sahl 

al-Tustari, God does not forbid the Sultan except in that which is forbidden by the 

Qur’an[…] Since the presence of the Imam is one of the reasons for the order of the 

world’s affairs, then it is imperative to obey him, and disobeying him is a grave sin.405 

 

In the above passage, the imamate is described as central to the religion, with the Sultan-

Caliph ensuring the "order of the world’s affairs." Disobedience to the ruler is equated with 

heresy (zandaqa), reflecting the classical Sunni concern with preventing fitna (discord). The 

Sultan-Caliph is framed as a unifying figure who embodies the principle of tawhid (unity) 

in the political realm, safeguarding the community from division. The Sultan-Caliph’s role 

as the “shadow of God on earth” underscores his spiritual authority, positioning him as a 

divinely guided intermediary. Obedience to him is equated with obedience to the Prophet 

and God, reinforcing his spiritual significance. By invoking Qur’an 4:59 (“Obey God and 

obey the Messenger and those in authority among you”), the text legitimizes the Sultan-

Caliph’s rule as a religious mandate. The excerpt draws on prophetic traditions (ahadith) 

and the teachings of classical scholars like Sahl al-Tustari to underline the theological 

imperative of obedience. The portrayal of the Khawarij as those who disobeyed the ruler 

and were consequently condemned highlights the dangers of disobedience, which is framed 

as a sin with far-reaching consequences for both individual and communal stability. The 

text also makes clear that obedience to the ruler is conditional only in relation to God’s law. 

 
405 al-Ṣayyādī, al-Ḥaqīqat al-Bāhira, 275-277.  
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The statement that “God does not forbid the Sultan except in that which is forbidden by the 

Qur’an” reinforces the Sultan-Caliph’s near-absolute authority within the bounds of the 

sacred law. This balance ensures that the Sultan-Caliph is both a powerful leader and a 

servant of divine law. 

 The metaphysical significance of the Sultan-Caliph is central to this excerpt. 

Described as the “shadow of God on earth,” the Sultan-Caliph embodies divine authority 

and serves as a protector of the Muslim community. This imagery highlights the Sultan-

Caliph’s dual role: he is both a temporal leader and a spiritual guardian whose authority has 

sacred dimensions. 

The excerpt’s linkage of the Sultan-Caliph’s presence to the "order of the world’s affairs" 

underscores his indispensable role in maintaining harmony. Without his leadership, the 

balance of the world is at risk, and chaos (fitna) is likely to ensue. This perspective reflects 

a classical Sunni belief that the ruler’s authority is a manifestation of divine will, ensuring 

that the community remains united and aligned with God’s law.The metaphysical role is 

further emphasized through the idea that those who advise the Sultan-Caliph are “guided,” 

while those who deceive him are “astray.” This framing positions the Sultan-Caliph as a 

moral and spiritual axis, around which the well-being and direction of the community 

revolve. 

 The excerpt integrates theological imperatives with practical governance, presenting 

the Sultan-Caliph as essential for both spiritual and worldly stability. By linking 

disobedience to heresy (zandaqa), it aligns political rebellion with a profound theological 

transgression. This intertwining of political and spiritual realms reinforces the Sultan-

Caliph’s role as the guarantor of both divine law and social order. The discussion of the 
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imamate as “part of the religion” and as embodying the principle of tawḥīd (unity) further 

emphasizes the Sultan-Caliph’s centrality. His leadership is not merely a political 

arrangement but a reflection of divine unity on earth. The notion of “unity” (tawḥīd) 

encompasses both union and separation, highlighting the Sultan-Caliph’s role in uniting the 

Muslim community while maintaining distinctions between ruler and ruled.  

 The passages highlight the Sultan-Caliph’s dual role as a political leader ensuring 

justice and social stability, and as a spiritual leader safeguarding the unity and divine order 

of the Muslim community. By integrating these roles into the classical Sunni concept of the 

Caliphate, the texts legitimize the Ottoman Sultanate of Abdülhamid II as the true inheritor 

of this tradition. In doing so, they provide a robust defense against nationalist movements 

and reformist critiques, portraying the Sultan-Caliph’s leadership as indispensable for the 

survival and flourishing of both the state and the ummah. 

 

I. Conclusion 

 This chapter has explored the role of Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī in supporting the 

Ottoman Sultan-Caliph, Sultan Abdülhamid II, through his writings and his influence on 

the Egyptian press in the late 19th century. It has demonstrated that Abū al-Hudā, both 

through his personal networks and the media outlets he supported, played a key role in 

shaping the pro-Ottoman narrative in Egypt during a period when the legitimacy of the 

Ottoman Empire and its caliphate was being questioned both internally and externally.  

One of the key contributions of this chapter is its illumination of the ways in which 

Abū al-Hudā leveraged the press as a strategic tool to bolster the legitimacy of Sultan 

Abdülhamid and the Ottoman caliphate. Following the British occupation of Egypt in 1882, 
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Egypt became a focal point for intellectual and political debates about the future of the 

Ottoman state, the role of the caliphate, and the relationship between Islam and modernity. 

The relatively freer press in Egypt, compared to the Ottoman Empire itself, allowed for a 

vibrant exchange of ideas, and Abū al-Hudā was deeply engaged in shaping this discourse 

in favor of Ottoman interests. Through his network of followers, including influential 

figures like Hasan Hüsnü al-Tuwayrānī, Abū al-Hudā established connections with key 

Egyptian newspapers such as al-Nīl, al-Qāhira al-Ḥurra, and al-Ḥaqā’iq. These periodicals 

served as platforms for defending the Ottoman state and the Sultan-Caliph against both 

external threats, such as European colonial powers, and internal dissent, including proto-

Arab nationalist movements and modernist Muslim reformers. The content of these 

publications consistently promoted the idea that the Ottoman Empire was the legitimate 

guardian of the Muslim world, with the Sultan-Caliph as the axis around which imperial 

stability and Islamic unity revolved. 

Another significant finding of this study is the role of Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual 

and religious writings, particularly his treatise Da’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-

Inqiyāḍ, in defending the Sultan-Caliph’s legitimacy. This work not only articulated a 

defense of absolute obedience to the Sultan but also framed the caliphate as a divinely 

ordained institution essential for the preservation of the Muslim community. By grounding 

his arguments in traditional Sunni political thought and Sufi principles, Abū al-Hudā 

provided a religious and philosophical justification for Abdülhamid’s authority at a time 

when it was being challenged by various quarters. Moreover, this study has demonstrated 

that Abū al-Hudā’s defense of the Ottoman caliphate was not simply a matter of political 

expediency or personal gain. His arguments in favor of the Sultan-Caliph were deeply 
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embedded in a broader ideological commitment to the preservation of the Ottoman state as 

the legitimate protector of Islam and the Muslim world. His close relationship with 

Abdülhamid and his position within the Ottoman religious establishment allowed him to act 

as a key intermediary between the Sultan and his Arab subjects, particularly in Egypt, 

where questions of loyalty to the Ottoman caliphate were becoming increasingly fraught. 

While this chapter has provided a detailed examination of Abū al-Hudā’s role in 

defending the Ottoman Sultan-Caliphate through the Egyptian press and intellectual 

discourse, there are several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the study has 

focused primarily on the activities of Abū al-Hudā and his close associates, which has 

limited the scope of the analysis. Future research could expand this study by examining the 

broader network of Ottoman loyalists in Egypt and the Arab provinces, including figures 

who were not directly connected to Abū al-Hudā but who nonetheless played important 

roles in defending the Ottoman state. Second, the chapter has primarily relied on published 

sources, such as newspapers and treatises, to reconstruct Abū al-Hudā’s activities. While 

these sources provide valuable insights into his intellectual and political strategies, they 

may not fully capture the complexities of his relationships with key figures in the Ottoman 

and Egyptian political scenes. Future research could benefit from a more in-depth analysis 

of archival materials, such as personal correspondence and government records, to shed 

light on the behind-the-scenes negotiations and power dynamics that shaped Abū al-Hudā’s 

activities. Finally, while this chapter has highlighted the religious dimensions of Abū al-

Hudā’s defense of the Sultan-Caliph, it has not fully explored the social and economic 

factors that may have influenced his position. Future research could investigate the ways in 

which socio-economic conditions in Egypt and the Ottoman Empire shaped the broader 



205 

 

intellectual and political debates about the legitimacy of the Ottoman caliphate. By 

examining the material conditions that underpinned these debates, scholars could gain a 

deeper understanding of the complex interplay between religion, politics, and society in the 

late Ottoman world. 

Building on the findings of this study, several areas for future research can be 

identified. While this chapter has focused on Egypt, similar dynamics were at play in other 

parts of the Arab world, such as Syria and Iraq, where intellectuals and journalists engaged 

in debates about the legitimacy of the Ottoman state and the role of the caliphate. A 

comparative study of the press in different Ottoman provinces could provide valuable 

insights into the ways in which local political and social conditions shaped the broader 

debates about the future of the empire.  

Second, future research could further explore the relationship between Sufism and 

political authority in the late Ottoman period. While this study has highlighted the role of 

Abū al-Hudā and his Sufi connections in defending the caliphate, there is much more to be 

learned about the broader role of Sufi orders in Ottoman political and religious life. By 

examining the activities of other prominent Sufi figures and their relationships with the 

Ottoman state406, scholars could gain a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which 

Sufism shaped Ottoman imperial ideology. 

Finally, the co is needed on the intellectual debates within the Muslim world about 

the nature of the caliphate and its future in the face of modernity and European imperialism. 

While this study has focused on the defense of the Ottoman caliphate, it is important to 

 
406 Refer back to relevant content from earlier chapter.  
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recognize that many Muslim intellectuals were critical of the Ottoman state and sought to 

redefine the caliphate in ways that were more in line with modernist or nationalist ideals. 

By examining the full spectrum of intellectual debates about the caliphate, future research 

could provide a more comprehensive picture of the competing visions for the future of the 

Muslim world in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

This chapter has demonstrated the central role of Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī in 

defending the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph and the broader project of Islamic legitimacy during 

the late 19th century. Through his writings and his activities with regards to the Egyptian 

press and his, Abū al-Hudā sought to rally Muslims around the Ottoman state and its 

caliphate, framing loyalty to the Sultan as both a political and religious obligation. His 

activities reveal the intricate connections between religion, politics, and media in the late 

Ottoman world and underscore the importance of the press as a key venue for intellectual 

and political debates about the future of the Ottoman Empire. While this study has 

highlighted the contributions of Abū al-Hudā and his circle, there is much more to be 

learned about the broader dynamics of Ottoman conservatism in the face of modernity and 

imperial decline. Future research should continue to explore these themes, building on the 

findings of this study to deepen our understanding of the complex interplay between 

religion, politics, and media in the late Ottoman Empire. 
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CHAPTER VI 

ABŪ AL-HUDĀ’S ‘ISLAMIC UNIVERSALISM’ 
 

A. Introduction 

The period encompassing the rule of Sultan Abdülhamid II (1876-1908) was a 

transformative one for the region encompassing what is today referred to as the Middle 

East, characterized as it was by increasingly rapid changes to political, social, and cultural 

life. The continued reform of political and institutional life in the Empire, the increasing 

intrusion of European imperial powers into the region, and the increasing penetration of 

technology, such as the printing press, the telegraph, and railways, had significant impacts 

on the political and social dynamics of the region. The period in question witnessed the 

beginnings of the rise of intellectual, ideological, and political movements that would shape 

the region through the late Ottoman and into the post-Ottoman Middle East. These include, 

most prominently, the naḥḍa, nationalism, pan-Islamism, and Salafism.  

Nationalism, in particular, represented a fragmentary challenge to the social, 

political, and territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, something that the ruling class 

was acutely aware of from the early 19th century onwards as they sought to centralize and 

expand the empire’s central authority in hopes of reversing the process of fragmentation. 

Through undertaking of processes of reform, Ottoman rulers sought to strengthen the state 

in the face of both internal and external threats. Under the leadership of Abdülhamid, as 

discussed above, there was a renewed emphasis on the Islamic character of the state centred 

around the office of sultan-caliph to which the Empire’s subjects were required to pledge 

allegiance. Also as discussed above, contrary to the claims that this emphasis was part of an 
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expansionary pan-Islamic vision, it was in fact largely defensive in nature, seeking as it did, 

to enhance the central authority of the empire and preserve the state in the face of both 

internal and external pressures. In fact, from one perspective, the Islamic emphasis that 

characterized the Hamidian period can be seen as part of an effort to preserve an 

increasingly fragmented empire through the promotion of an imperial ideology the 

prioritized the state’s Islamic character and the divinely ordained authority of the Ottoman 

Sultan-Caliph.  

One of the most significant intellectual, social, and political developments within 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries in the Ottoman Empire was the rise of nationalism, 

particularly among the Empire's Arabic-speaking subjects. This rise, often seen as a 

precursor to Arab nationalism, has been a central topic of scholarly debate, notably framed 

within the linear narrative of awakening, awareness, and eventual revolt. Pioneering works 

like George Antonius’ The Arab Awakening presented Arab nationalism as an inevitable 

reaction to Ottoman centralization and European encroachment, emphasizing the 

intellectual roots of nationalist ideas formed in the secret societies and literary salons of 

major cities like Beirut, Damascus, and Istanbul. In this model, nationalism was often 

portrayed as a secular force, a rediscovery of ethnic identity that had long been suppressed 

by centuries of Ottoman rule. 

However, this narrative of Arab nationalism, particularly its secular underpinnings, 

has been increasingly problematized by scholars who have called for a more nuanced 

understanding of the diverse intellectual currents within the Ottoman Empire. In this 

context, the ideas and influence of figures like Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyadi stand out as a 

crucial but often overlooked counterpoint. Far from being a passive defender of the 
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Ottoman sultanate, Abū al-Hudā played an active role in shaping a political and intellectual 

vision that sought to bridge the emerging tension between ethnic nationalism and Islamic 

governance. His writings and activities, particularly his articulation of what this chapter 

refers to as "Islamic universalism," offer a critical alternative to the nationalist ideologies 

that were gaining momentum in the late Ottoman period. This chapter focuses on Abū al-

Hudā’s Islamic universalism as a concept deeply rooted in classical Islamic thought, yet 

one that was responsive to the changing socio-political dynamics of the Ottoman Empire. 

Islamic universalism, as articulated by Abū al-Hudā, is not merely a theological principle 

but a framework for understanding human diversity, the role of political authority, and the 

necessary unity of the Muslim ummah under the leadership of the Ottoman sultan-caliph. 

This conception challenges the binary view that national and religious identity are 

inherently oppositional and instead emphasizes how Islamic universalism offers an 

inclusive vision of society that transcends ethnic and national boundaries. 

Abū al-Hudā’s ideas emerged in a period of great transformation and tension within 

the Ottoman Empire. By the late 19th century, the Empire faced growing internal pressures 

from nationalist movements, particularly among its non-Turkish subjects, as well as 

external threats from European colonial powers. The political and intellectual environment 

in which Abū al-Hudā operated was marked by the waning influence of Ottomanism—the 

idea of a shared, supranational Ottoman identity that transcended ethnic and religious 

divisions. As nationalism gained traction, particularly in the Arab provinces, the Ottoman 

state under Sultan Abdülhamid II sought to reassert the authority of the sultan-caliph as the 

ultimate symbol of Muslim unity and Islamic legitimacy. Abū al-Hudā was a key figure in 

this broader project. He was not only a close confidant of Sultan Abdülhamid II but also a 
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highly influential Sufi leader whose writings defended both the Ottoman state and the 

broader concept of Islamic unity. His work can be seen as part of the Hamidian regime’s 

efforts to cultivate an "Islamic policy" that positioned the sultan-caliphate as the protector 

of the Muslim ummah against both internal division and external threats. Abū al-Hudā’s 

role was particularly significant because of his ability to influence both religious and 

political discourse, using his platform to articulate a vision of Islamic universalism that 

could counter the divisive forces of nationalism. 

Central to Abū al-Hudā’s concept of Islamic universalism is the idea of the 

fundamental unity of mankind, an idea that is deeply rooted in Islamic theology. This belief 

is grounded in the Qur'anic teaching that all human beings are descended from Adam and 

Eve, a concept that forms the basis of Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual response to rising 

nationalist sentiment. In his works such as Ḥadīqat al-Maʿānī fī Haqīqat al-Raḥm al-

Insānī407 and Ḥadīqat al-Bayān fī Ḥukm Nawʿ al-Insān408, Abū al-Hudā repeatedly 

emphasizes that the diversity of humanity—whether in language, culture, or ethnicity—is 

an expression of divine will, not a justification for division or conflict. This theological 

foundation led Abū al-Hudā to implicitly argue that all human beings, regardless of their 

religious or ethnic identity, were entitled to fundamental rights and dignity. This conception 

of human unity and dignity was not just an abstract theological principle but a represented a 

practical framework for governance within the Ottoman Empire. Abū al-Hudā believed that 

 
407 Abū al Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Ḥadīqat al-Maʿānī fī Haqīqat al-Raḥm al-Insānī (Egypt, Maṭba’ah al-Islāḥ, n.d.). 

408 Abū al Hudā al-Ṣayyādī, Ḥadīqat al-Bayān fī Ḥukm Nawʿ al-Insān, (Egypt, Maṭba’ah al-Islāḥ, n.d.) (The 

copy of Ḥadīqat al-Bayān accessed is printed in the margins of Ḥadīqat al-Maʿānī).  
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the Ottoman state, under the leadership of the sultan-caliph, was uniquely positioned to 

protect these universal rights and maintain the unity of the ummah. In his view, the sultan-

caliphate was the divinely appointed political authority tasked with preserving justice, 

upholding the rights of all its subjects, and ensuring that the diverse peoples of the Empire 

could coexist peacefully under the umbrella of Islamic governance. Abū al-Hudā’s 

universalist vision appears to have articulated in response to the rise of nationalism within 

the Ottoman Empire. While nationalist movements emphasized ethnic identity as the 

primary marker of political and social organization, Abū al-Hudā saw such movements as 

inherently divisive and detrimental to the broader Islamic community. For him, nationalism 

was not just a political challenge to Ottoman authority; it was also a moral and theological 

error, one that placed loyalty to a particular ethnic or national group above loyalty to God 

and the ummah. 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, in his treatise Dā’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-

Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, Abū al-Hudā made a forceful case for the absolute necessity of 

obedience to the sultan-caliph, not merely as a political obligation but as a religious duty. 

He argued that the sultan-caliph represented the unity of the Muslim world and that the 

preservation of this unity was essential for both the spiritual and material well-being of the 

ummah. In contrast, nationalist movements, whether they were Arab, Turkish, or otherwise, 

were seen as threats to this unity, driven by selfish desires and the pursuit of worldly power 

rather than the higher goals of justice and the common good.  

Abū al-Hudā’s critique of nationalism extended beyond its political consequences to 

its spiritual and ethical implications. He viewed nationalism as a form of *shirk*, or 

idolatry, in which individuals elevated their loyalty to a particular nation or ethnicity above 
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their loyalty to God. This, in his view, led to the fragmentation of the Islamic community 

and undermined the very foundations of justice and social order. In contrast, Abū al-Hudā’s 

Islamic universalism offered a vision of society in which human diversity was not a cause 

for division but a reflection of God’s will, and in which the authority of the sultan-caliph 

provided the necessary framework for maintaining peace and justice.  

Abū al-Hudā’s articulation of Islamic universalism was not only a theological 

response to the rise of nationalism but also a political strategy of sorts aimed at preserving 

the Ottoman state. His close relationship with Sultan Abdülhamid II allowed him to play a 

key role in shaping the Hamidian regime’s Islamic policy, which sought to strengthen the 

legitimacy of the Ottoman state by appealing to Islamic solidarity. Through his writings and 

public activities, Abū al-Hudā worked to position the sultan-caliphate as the protector of 

Muslims worldwide and the guarantor of justice for all its subjects, regardless of their 

ethnicity or religion. Abū al-Hudā’s political vision was deeply rooted in the belief that the 

Ottoman state, under the leadership of the sultan-caliph, was uniquely capable of upholding 

the principles of Islamic universalism. He argued that the Ottoman Empire, as a multi-

ethnic and multi-religious state, had a special responsibility to protect the rights of all its 

subjects and to maintain the unity of the Muslim ummah. In this sense, Abū al-Hudā’s 

universalism was not just a defense of the Ottoman state but also a critique of the European 

colonial powers, which he implicitly saw as undermining the rights and dignity of non-

European peoples through their imperialist policies. 

Ultimately, Abū al-Hudā’s ideas on Islamic universalism have far-reaching 

implications for how we understand the relationship between religion, nationalism, and 

political authority in the late Ottoman Empire. His vision challenges the commonly held 
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assumption that national identiy and religious identity were necessarily in conflict, offering 

instead a model in which religious and political unity could coexist with, and even support, 

the diversity of the Ottoman Empire’s population. By framing human diversity as part of 

the divine order and emphasizing the centrality of justice and human dignity, Abū al-

Hudā’s universalism provides a compelling alternative to the secular nationalist ideologies 

that were emerging at the time. His defense of the sultan-caliphate as the guarantor of this 

universalist vision highlights the ways in which Islamic governance was not merely a relic 

of a bygone era but an adaptable framework that could, in theory, address the political and 

social challenges of modernity. 

Abū al-Hudā’s Islamic universalism offers a valuable lens through which to reassess 

the intellectual and political dynamics of the late Ottoman period. By emphasizing the unity 

of mankind and the central role of the sultan-caliphate in maintaining justice and order, 

Abū al-Hudā’s ideas provide an important counterpoint to the secular nationalist narratives 

that have long dominated the historiography of this period. Ultimately, this chapter seeks to 

contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the complex relationship between religion, 

politics, and identity in the late Ottoman Empire, and to highlight Abū al-Hudā’s thought 

regarding governance, pluralism, and the role of religion in society. 

 

B. The Rise of Nationalism 

One of the most important social, intellectual, and ultimately political developments 

of the late 19th and early 20th centuries in the Ottoman realm relates to the rise of 

nationalism among the Empire’s subjects. The rise of a nationalistic feelings among the 

Empire’s Arabic speaking subjects, in particular, has been the subject of numerous studies 
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and revisions concerning both its origins and impacts. George Antonius’ The Arab 

Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement, published in 1938 set the gold 

standard for the field and established a field of inquiry that remains influential until 

today.409 Broadly speaking, for Antonius Arab nationalism was primarily an intellectual 

phenomenon whose ideas were developed in the secret societies and literary salons of 

Istanbul, Beirut, and Damascus, and ultimately embodied by the Arab revolt against the 

Ottomans in the course of the First World War. Antonius presented a view of history in 

which the nationalistic feelings bubbling to the surface were a reflection of the thinning of 

the dust of Empire, a ‘re-discovery’ of a national or ethnic solidarity that had simply 

remained hidden for nearly 1,000 years of ‘foreign’ Turkic rule over Arab lands. It is 

undoubtedly a complex history, and one that continues to remain contested. However, it is 

just as feasible and arguably reasonable to present the rise of nationalistic feelings amongst 

in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire as a reaction amongst certain segments of the 

elite to a combination of European intellectual and material encroachment in combination 

with a crumbling imperial identity and ‘Turkification’ efforts undertaken by the Committee 

of Union and Progress following the ouster of Abdülhamid. This alternative narrative is 

also an oversimplification, however, it serves to illustrate the complex and contested nature 

of this history. In any event, according to the narrative advanced by Antonius, the origins 

and rise of Arab nationalism followed essentially what was a linear path from ‘awakening’ 

 
409 See: Antonius, The Arab Awakening.   
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to ‘liberation’.410 In this paradigm, ethnicity, or perhaps more accurately a developing 

awareness of ethnicity, appears to be the driving force of a rising nationalism.411 In this 

narrative, this rising awareness also served a secularizing function. In other words, 

nationalism and religious identity were seen to be on opposite ends of the identity 

spectrum. However, if ethnicity was indeed the driving force of 19th century nationalism, 

how does that account for the fact that out of the original founders of the Committee for 

Union and Progress (CUP), none of them were ethnic Turks? Is it not possible that the 

processes of social and political transformation that emerged particularly in the second 

phase of the Tanzimat period associated with the proclamation of the Hatt-i Hümayun412 

laid the foundation for the transformation of a new type of political and social identity, one 

based not on ethnicity per se, but on common values, shared geography and a commitment 

to the Ottoman state? Furthermore, as Amal Ghazal argues, rather than religious and 

national/ethnic identities being on two opposing ends of the identity spectrum, there 

appears to be an intimate connection between pan-Islamic, pan-Arabist and nationalism in 

the Arab world.413 

 
410 For an example of the type of later work that generally preserves Antonius’ narrative arc regarding the 

origins of Arab nationalism, see: Rashid Khalidi et al., eds., The Origins of Arab Nationalism (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1991).  

411 M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2008), 2. 

412 See: Abu-Manneh, "Two Concepts of State in the Tanzimat Period.” 

413 See: Amal N. Ghazal, Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism: Expanding the Crescent from the 

Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean (1880s–1930s) (London: Routledge, 2010). 
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 Although examining the period immediate subsequent to the reign of Abdülahmid, 

Hassan Kayali’s intervention in his Arabs and Young Turks: Ottomanism, Arabism and 

Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1918 problematizes one of the more dominant 

positions of the linearity of Arab nationalism, namely that the ‘Turkification’ undertaken by 

the CUP was the primary stimulus that led to the awakening of national and ethnic feelings 

in the Arab provinces, particularly on a popular level.414 In this view, the ‘Turkification’ 

policies of the CUP can be viewed as the logical extension of Tanizmat Ottomanism and a 

symptom rather than a cause of centralization efforts that themselves promoted concepts of 

national solidarity. In the Arab provinces then, a growing sense of national identity can be 

associated with the thought of 19th Muslim reformers and naḥḍa intellectuals. The former 

includes figures such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Rāshid Riḍā, while the latter was 

comprised of numerous luminaries, one of the most of famous of whom was late 19th 

century Christian-Arab intellectual and giant of the naḥḍa, Butrus al-Bustānī. Although 

Bustānī’s worked towards developing a sense of cultural unity among Syrians that 

transcended confessional association in the face of what he saw as increasing social 

fragmentation415, he simultaneously called on his Syrian compatriots to remain loyal to the 

Sultan and to the Ottoman state. In particular, Bustānī believed that only under a unified 

Ottoman state guided by the proto-nationalist concept of Ottomanism, could Syria be 

safeguarded from European encroachment upon which his project of cultural unity 

 
414 See: Kayalı, Arabs and Young Turks.  

415 The most notable, although by no means the only instance of this, was the sectarian violence of 1860 that 

culminated in the slaughter of thousands of Christians and the ransacking of several European consulates in 

Damascus.  
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depended on.416 While it is tempting to read a natural progression towards Syrian and then 

Arab nationalism into this history, as Kayali argues, fear of political domination by Europe 

played as much of a role – if not more – than feelings of national solidarity driven by 

cultural florescence. Complicating this view even further, Kamal Soleimani’s Islam and 

Competing Nationalisms in the Middle East: 1876-1926 calls into question the foundational 

epistemology of the nation-state by focusing on the role of Islam in the development of 

nationalstic feelings. Soleimani articulates a model of Arab nationalism here that is 

intimately connected to the development of particularistic interpretations of Islam advanced 

by figures such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Rāshid Riḍā, complicating the notion that 

nationalism inherently acted as, or reflected the forces of secularization, a notion that 

largely reflects a Protestant inflected telling of history where a clear line was drawn 

between the sacred and the secular.417 

 What the above discussion demonstrates is that the issue of nationalism is complex, 

with no single explanation of the emergence of Arab nationalism. What is clear enough, is 

that seeds of nationalist thinking and ethnic awareness were present both the cultural and 

political level. It is also clear enough that concerns over European encroachment as well as 

ramifications of Ottoman centralization acted as stimuli for the development of nationalistic 

ideas.  

 

 
416 Butrus Abu-Manneh, "The Christians Between Ottomanism and Syrian Nationalism: The Ideas of Butrus 

al-Bustani," International Journal of Middle East Studies 11, no. 3 (1980), 295. 

417 Kamal Soleimani, Islam and Competing Nationalisms in the Middle East, 1876–1926 (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 32. 
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C. The Theological Roots of Islamic Universalism 

According to Bauer, when Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūtī (1445-1505CE) authored a 

commentary on the saying of the Prophet Muhammad “Difference of opinion is a mercy for 

my community” he did so not to demonstrate his propensity for tolerance and difference of 

opinion, but rather because it allowed him to capture an important aspect of the developed 

Islamic tradition, namely the fact that Muslim scholars had developed an approach to 

scriptural exegesis that sought to encompass a wide range of possible interpretations for 

each passage.418 This diversity of approaches is however not merely a hermeneutical issue, 

as there are concrete historical examples of approaches towards religious minorities on the 

part of pre-modern Muslim polities and the interpretations of the dhimma construct by 

Muslim jurists.  

 Within this diversity it is possible to identify two distinct perspectives relating to the 

status of the religious other. Senturk identifies this dichotomy in terms of ‘universalistic’ 

and ‘communalistic’ categories in which the universalistic perspective posits a 

universalized human being who is a bearer of rights through the mere fact of his 

humanity.419 The communalistic perspective on the other hand is holds that rights are due 

either by way of faith (īmān) or treaty (amān).420 In the former perspective rights are 

correlated to an individual’s existence as human being regardless of communal affiliation, 

 
418 Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity, 22.  

419 Recep Şentürk, "Sociology of Rights: 'I Am Therefore I Have Rights': Human Rights in Islam between 

Universalistic and Communalistic Perspectives," Muslim World Journal of Human Rights 2, no. 1 (2005), 1. 

420 Recep Şentürk, "Âdamiyyah and 'Ismah: The Contested Relationship between Humanity and Human 

Rights in Classical Islamic Law," İslâm Araştırmaları Dergisi 8 (2002), 42. 
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whereas in the latter, rights are correlated to one’s belonging to a particular community or 

by way of a contractual relationship.  

 Underlying these perspectives are the theologico-legal concepts of ādamīyyah 

(personhood or humanness) and ‘iṣmah (infallibility or inviolability). While the purpose of 

this section is not to provide an in-depth analysis of the concepts of ādamīyyah and ‘iṣmah, 

it is necessary to explore the relationship between them in order to understand their 

relationship to the perspectives on pluralism and religious minorities in classical Islamic 

discourse.  Ādamīyyah  is an abstracted term that was used by Muslim jurists and 

theologians to conceptualize humanity, denoting human beings as a whole as children of 

Adam.421 The roots of the concept of ādamīyyah are to be found in the Qur’an and the 

theological understanding of the primordial unity of man beheld before enfleshment - the 

day of alastu bī-Rabbikum (Am I not your Lord?) (Q.7:172). The anamnesis of a before 

birth world enables the thought of the equal otherness of human others and a sharpened 

conscience of theophanic difference reveals a divine purpose in manifesting the human 

order.   

The concept of ‘iṣmah is most often used in theological discourse as a concept 

related to the infallibility of the Prophets.422 The term ‘iṣmah can also be understood as 

referring to a general inviolability, which lends itself well to the present discussion. In fact, 

in juristic discourse this is precisely how the term has been used. In this context ‘iṣmah was 

 
421 Literally translated ādamīyyah means ‘Adam-hood’.  

422 See: Madelung, W., Encyclopedia of Islam, ‘Ismah, IV, 182. It defines the term as follows: “as a 

theological term meaning immunity from error and sin is attributed by Sunnis to the Prophet and by Shi’is 

also to the Imams.” 
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used to refer to the inviolability of the sharī’ah’s axiomatic principles, commonly referred 

to as maqāsid al-sharī’ah (objectives of the law) which were most commonly counted as 

five: the preservation of life, property, religion, intellect and lineage. To these five some 

scholars added the concept of honour.423 Classified in Islamic jurisprudence as al-

darurriyāt (necessities), pre-modern scholars generally agreed on their constitutive 

elements but were divided over the determining factors of an individual being a bearer of 

‘iṣmah in the juridical sense.  

 What Senturk identifies as the universalistic perspective was premised on an 

correlative relationship between ādamīyyah and ‘iṣmah, first articulated by the eponym of 

the Hanafi school of jurisprudence, Abū Hanīfah in his theological reflections. Al-Shāfi’ī 

on the other hand, attached ‘iṣmah to either īmān (faith) or amān (contract).424 According to 

the former perspective, the above mentioned darūriyyāt were extended to non-Muslims on 

the basis of their humanity, or ādamīyyah (lit. Adamness). Predicated on the above-

mentioned inviolability of the maqāsid al-sharī’ah , all people were accorded protection of 

life, wealth or property, religion, intellect, and family and in some perspectives, honor.425 It 

is also interesting to note that Muslim jurists held the protection of these five axiomatic 

 
423 Şentürk, “Sociology of Rights”, 10. 

424 Ibid., 11. 

425  Şentürk, ''Adamiyyah and 'Ismah,” 45. See also: Ibrāhīm ibn Mūsā al-Shāṭibī, The Reconciliation of the 

Fundamentals of Islamic Law (al-Muwāfaqāt fī Uṣūl al-Sharīʿa), trans. Imran Ahsan Khan Nyazee, Vol. I 

(Reading, UK: Garnet Publishing, 2011) for a classical perspective of the Maqāsid al Sharī’ah.  
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principles to have been the most basic purpose of all legal systems, thus providing 

theoretical grounds for legal pluralism.426 

 Significantly, in a number of historical cases, Muslim rulers permitted non-Muslims 

subjects to live by and practice their own communal laws so long as they did not violate the 

axiomatic principles discussed above. The prohibition of the practice of sati - in which 

widows were burned alive along with their husbands’ body on the funeral pyre - by the 

Moghul rulers of India is illustrative of this point. Hindus were permitted to practice their 

own laws so long as they were deemed not to violate the axiomatic legal principles.427 As 

such, the sati was prohibited because it violated the axiomatic principle of the protection of 

life.  

 Ultimately, the basis of the universalist perspective is a view of a universal human 

being, and as mentioned, theologically speaking this is based on a primordial view of 

mankind as ‘children of Adam’. Timothy Winter describes Islam’s theological orientation 

as ‘Ishmaelite’, “since the universalizing implications of Ishmael’s exile mean that the 

whole world, Hebrew and gentile, form part of an ummah.”428 There is a striking absence of 

significant reference to the Arab people in the Qur’an, thus, enterprises such as John 

Wansborough, who read the Qur’an as a narrative of election, are far from the mark. In 

contrast to this view, the Qur’an is not the salvation history of a particular people, but rather 

 
426 Şentürk, ''Adamiyyah and 'Ismah,” 63. 

427 Şentürk, ''Adamiyyah and 'Ismah,” 64. See also: Sri Ram Sharma, The Religious Policy of the Mughal 

Emperors (New York: Asia Publishing House, 1972).  

428 Abdal Hakim Murad, Qur'anic Truth and the Meaning of 'Dhimma' (Dubai: Kalam Research & Media, 

2010), 9. 
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a universal history telling the stories mainly of non-Arab protagonists. In other words, the 

‘heroes’ of the Qur’an are mainly non-Arabs.429 The Qur’an does not demand a growth into 

some kind of realized Arab self-hood, but rather into the monotheism which was originally 

and mainly practiced by the neighboring other.430 Abraham ends the tribal and points to the 

axial, but Ishmaelite principle retrieves the non-linearity of the primeval past without 

replacing Isaac’s particularity with an Arab ethnocentrism. Islam came with an ethically 

reparative purpose… a universalizing variant of Abrahamic adherence. Quranic narratives 

tell of God who is recognizable moral and even moral towards the other. The other, thanks 

to the pledge of the immemorial is no more than a facet of the same provisionally 

unreached. 

 This ‘Ishmaelite’ universalism can be seen in Islam’s supersessionist nature, which 

is, according to Timothy Winter, “non-categoric”.431 In short, what this entails is a 

recognition that while Islam is legitimized by its supersessionist nature, it is not the only 

instantiation of truth to have ever been revealed. In fact, Winter argues that “a scriptural 

doctrine of non-categoric supersession has in practice often underpinned a level of religious 

co-existence which as been sustained for many centuries, and can today easily support a 

theology of an authentic esteem for the other.”432 A conception of non-categoric 

supersession can provide the necessary theological foundation for the reassessment of the 

 
429 Ibid. 

430 Ibid. 

431 See: Tim Winter, "The Last Trump Card: Islam and the Supersession of Other Faiths," Studies in 

Interreligious Dialogue 9, no. 2 (1999): 133–155. 

432 Winter, "The Last Trump Card.”, 151 
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medieval sharī’a regulations “which have defined the place of non-Muslim sanctuaries.”433 

Hence the salvation history which affirms the equal salvific force of thousands or earlier 

prophetic interventions. We distinguish not between any of God’s messengers as the 

scripture says, and ‘every people has received a guide’.  

 

D. Abu al-Huda’s Islamic Universalism 

As we have seen, Abū al-Hudā’s support for the sultan-caliph was ideologically 

anchored in what can best be described as an orthodox, post-classical Sunni Islamic system 

of belief. In addition to his activities in support of the sultan-caliph, both on a practical and 

intellectual level, Abū al-Hudā wrote at some length about humanity as a unitary concept, 

the nature of human beings, the role/nature of diversity, and the role of political and 

religious authority within this schema. As discussed above, by the early 19th century, 

Ottoman rulers were charged with governing a multi-ethnic society with alongside an 

increasing awareness of national, ethnic, and linguistic uniqueness within its various 

communities. Abū al-Hudā spent considerable effort detailing a theoretical understanding 

of this diversity that simultaneously allowed for the leading role of the empire’s Islamic 

identity, while demonstrating a profound respect for humanity’s common heritage and what 

may best be understood as a universal, albeit, basic Islamically-rooted framework for 

understanding and protecting diversity.  

Two works in particularly dealt specifically with this general topic. The first called 

Hadīqat al-Maʿānī fī Haqīqat al-Raḥm al-Insānī, a work presumably completed shortly 
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before the publication of another work that dealt extensively with the topic titled Hadīqat 

al-Bayān fī Ḥukm Nawʿ al-Insān (believed to have been completed around 1899) and 

positioned by Abū al-Hudā as a summary and commentary of the aforementioned Hadīqat 

al-Ma‘ānī and another titled Ruḥ al-Ḥikmah. Broadly speaking, the concept that Abū al-

Hudā sought to convey through these manuscripts was that mankind is primordially 

connected via its common ancestry, and that differences found amongst humans is an 

expression of the Divine Will. The implication was that the fundamental rights and dignity 

of all human beings must be preserved, regardless of religious, ethnic, or national 

background.  

It is for this, Abū al-Hudā wrote, that he titled the book ‘Ḥadīqat al-Maʿānī fī 

Ḥaqīqat al-Raḥm al-Insānī (The Garden of Meaning Concerning the Reality of Human 

Kinship); namely that all human beings are descended from Adam and Eve.434 He continues 

with an extensive discussion of the origins of the name Adam, arguing that it is derived 

from the Arabic Adamah (dermis) and that he was named Adam because he was created 

from earth’s crust (adīm al-arḍ).435 The derivation adamī is given by Abū al-Hudā to 

anyone who is related to Adam, which of course includes the whole of humankind. After 

establishing the foundation of humanity’s shared heritage through Adam, Abū al-Hudā  

enters into a lengthy discussion on humanity’s post-Adamic genealogy through Noah (Nūh) 
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and his three sons Japheth, Ham, and Shem, to which Abū al-Hudā connects many of the 

world’s nations:436 

And from these roots, the branches of humanity branch out to the East and to the 

West, South and North […] And what is meant by establishing the order of these 

branches is that, verily, He [God] created them from one father and one mother and 

from them many more men, women, fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters and made 

them into peoples and tribes so that they could get to know one another437 and 

sympathize with one another. And He exalted the womb (al-raḥm) and honoured it in 

the hearts and souls [of people] and connected them together by His name al-

Karīm.438 

 

Discussing the theologico-metaphysical significance of the womb (al-raḥm), Abū 

al-Hudā discusses that when it was created by God, it remained attached to the Divine 

Throne (al-ʿarsh).439 Emphasizing the concept of ṣilat al-raḥm (roughly translated as 

maintaining family ties) on a universal level, Abū al-Hudā describes the womb supplicating 

to God saying ‘Oh God! send prayers upon those who have maintained my ties and cut off 

whosoever cuts met off’ in light of  a Prophetic tradition in which the Prophet is reported to 

have said: “The womb is suspended from the Throne and its says ‘whosoever maintains my 

ties, God sends prayers upon him and whosoever cuts me off, God cuts him off,’ adding 

that “and God said: ‘People, be mindful of your Lord, who created you from a single soul, 

and from it created its mate, and from the pair of them spread countless men and women far 

and wide; be mindful of God, in whose name you make requests of one another. Beware of 
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severing the ties of kinship: God is ever watchful over you.’440 Concerning this verse, Abū 

al-Hudā continued, the verifying interpreters (mufasirūn) say that it is compulsory to 

enjoin, connect, and declare the closeness of humanity and sincerely call to God 

consciousness (al-taqwa). Through this, the rights of people will be maintained.441 

Through this discussion, Abū al-Hudā appears to have been seeking to establish the 

foundations of a universalist conception of mankind based in Islam’s primary sources and 

that those who sought to divide humanity through emphasizing an emerging discourse 

focused on inherent difference were violating not just a religious emphasis on maintaining 

the ties of kinship, but more generally a universal principle applicable to mankind as a 

whole. In fact, Abū al-Hudā is laying the foundations for the idea that it is only through a 

recognition and acknowledgement of this reality that the rights and dignity of not only 

mankind, but all of creation can be guaranteed. The argument is then furthered on more 

metaphysical grounds: 

[…] If people verify through knowledge this reality, they will [inherently] maintain 

the womb of humanity [ties of kinship]. Indeed, they will preserve the right of every 

created atom. So stay away from harming even a single atom.442 

 

The notion of kinship, or perhaps more accurately in this context ‘relationality’ (al-

qarābah) plays a central role in Abū al-Hudā’s schema. In the course of his discussion on 

the nature of human relationality and kinship, Abū al-Hudā posits four levels of 
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relationality, each one more significant than the last. The first level is that of qarābah 

ādamīyyah, followed by qarābah naṣabīyyah, qarābah al-walad lī’l-wālid, and qarābah 

īmān or qarābah dīnīyyah.443 In line with Hamidian prioritization of the Islamic element of 

the Empire, Abū al-Hudā holds qarābah īmān or dīnīyyah to be the highest level of kinship 

or relationality. However, in the universalist schema that he was sketching in his 

discussion, he paid careful attention to ensure that this prioritization was not confused with 

supersession. 

Qarābat al-īmān is the weightiest level of kinship in scale and the greatest of them in 

truth, however, it does not preclude the rights of the other ranks. And if parents are 

of a religion other than Islam then their rights over their child include good 

companionship for life […]444 

 

 In the schema that Abū al-Hudā is sketching the outlines of, the inherent ‘Adamic’ 

goodness of all human beings rests in their natural state as human beings and their rights 

are to be upheld save for certain transgressions that would entail them being removed. It is 

this universalist impulse that informs Abū al-Hudā’s explanation of Qur’anic verses such as 

“Oh you who believe, fight the disbelievers near you and let them find in you harshness: be 

aware that God is with those who are mindful of Him.”445 

As for the text of the Book ‘and let them find harshness in you’, this is when they 

transgress the rights of religion and the interests of the ummah. It is the harshness that 

prevents them from spitting out ignorance, injustice, aggression and harm that 

transgresses the entire human species.446 
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However, Abū al-Hudā continued, one is required by God to preserve the rights of 

creation and justice so that he is like the teeth of a comb, one of which does not outweigh 

the other.447 It the rejection of justice and the abandonment of balance (qist), wrote Abū al-

Hudā, that God ultimately destroyed the people of Shuʿaīb.448 The preservation of justice 

and maintaining the rights of the human race factors in significantly to Abū al-Hudā’s 

schema and, as discussed above, represents an essential function of power and authority. In 

fact, according to Abū al-Hudā’s schema, every nation that historically oppressed the rights 

of others was punished accordingly whereas as those that preserved justice and balance and 

ensured the rights of humanity was increased in the success of its affairs.449 

This apparent centering of the concept of justice went well beyond immediate 

political or even social concerns into the realm of the metaphysical, reflecting an 

ontological outlook common amongst Sufi thinkers, to one degree or another, influenced by 

a particular interpretation of writings of Ibn ʿArabī, known as al-Shaykh al-Akbar. In a very 

simplified version, this ontological perspective, most often referred to as ‘waḥdat al-wujūd’ 

or the ‘unity of being’ theorizes that all of creation is intimately connected because 

ultimately it is nothing more than a reflection of God’s names and attributes. In Abū al-

Hudā’s schema, everything that reaches mankind, from food, drink, clothing, sight and 

anything else connected to the senses is connected to the individual and the individual is 
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connected to it.450 Moreover, this connection makes it incumbent on every individual not 

only to “praise your maker and its maker”, but also to know its rights.451 Abū al-Hudā 

warns his readers not to oppress or do violence to anything “united with you” by the 

“regime of creation”452 and that ignorance of this quality will ultimately entail the 

ignorance of the rights of creation.453 The consequences of such ignorance entail a 

degrading of the ‘rank of dignity’ (murtabat al-Kirāmah) primordially bestowed on human 

kind by God according to the Qur’ānic saying “and We have honoured the children of 

Adam (Karramnā banī Ādam).”454 

Dignity and justice factor heavily into Abū al-Hudā’s schema of humanity in 

Ḥaqīqat al-Maʿāni, forming an important element of both the ontological conception of and 

approach to the issue of human difference. Moreover, the essential unity binding creation 

together that permeates Abū al-Hudā’s thinking on this issue is ultimately a reflection of 

both divine and human justice (as a derivative of divine justice) as seen from the above 

discussion. For Abū al-Hudā, everything takes its share from God’s justice. Human 

difference, in this schema, is merely a reflection of this justice. To illustrate this, Abū al-

Hudā deploys an analogy of a garden with plants, that despite their diversity of shapes and 

colours, all drink and received nourishment from the same water. Moreover, they all are 
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essential to the garden itself and their differences pose no hinderance to their “mixing and 

making one common appearance.”455 For Abū al-Hudā, the differences in shapes and 

colours in the garden are not only analogous to humanity’s differences in outward 

appearance, but more importantly to the existence of different convictions and lived 

realities.456 Interestingly, the analogy being presented here is extended by Abū al-Hudā to 

the realm of governance: 

It's acceptable for the owner of the garden to interfere and change all the flowers into 

one colour, but if he did not succeed in doing so, would he then seek to pluck out all 

which he is not satisfied by? Would he seek to destroy the order of the garden, 

meaning the order in which it has been existing and come into being by the creation 

of God? If he did so, he would be a fool.457 

 

One can feasibly interpret this as veiled warning to beware of those who would seek 

to disrupt the social order of the Empire through what may be best understood as some 

form of demographic engineering. Moreover, in this analogy, not only is the world as a 

whole analogous to the garden, but the Ottoman Empire, as a multi-ethnic transnational 

empire, is itself analogous to the garden. The context, of course, was the rising tide of 

nationalist and proto-nationalist sentiment in the Empire, the rumblings of which in the 

Arab provinces, particularly in Syria, were of utmost concern to Abū al-Hudā and 

ultimately to Sultan Abdülhamid himself. For Abū al-Hudā: 

The worst of people are those devoted to their particularly nationality and language. 

They ignore their broader nationality, which is mankind. Each individual has to care 

for their broader nationality  by respecting the rights of human kind as a whole. Thus, 
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if we see an Arab despising all other nations and languages, we judge him harshly, 

just as we would do with a Turk, Persian, European, Chinese or any other human 

being, be they Easterner or Westerner.458 

 

Seeking to place rising nationalist sentiments in a larger and what arguably amounts 

to a cosmic context, Abū al-Hudā  sought to frame the growing nationalist phenomenon as 

being inherently opposed to what is good. This fits into Abū al-Hudā’s schema in which 

every occurrence or phenomenon in the cosmos had an opposite, save for God of course. 

Thus, for every positive something negative has come into being.459 For example, in 

opposition to daylight there is night, to summer there is winter, to warm there is cold.460 For 

Abū al-Hudā, the existence of strife (fitna) must be cosmically understood as the created 

and divinely willed opposition to what is good. According to Abū al-Hudā, what is right is 

on the side of the truth and what is wrong is on the side of vanity.461 By way of example, he 

points to God’s sending of prophets to their respective communities in order to guide them 

to what is right and true, and lead them to what brings them benefit in this life and the 

next.462 He juxtaposes this example with the existence of those who oppose them (the 

prophets), tyrants and oppressors who fought out of their own vanity. In contrast, the 

prophets fought for the sake of God and in order to improve the situation of their people 
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and bring benefits to mankind, regardless of race, religion, or character.463 Straying from 

this order, identified by Abū al-Hudā with the order of God, was a deviation and an evil 

that needed to be confronted.464 

In the next level of Abū al-Hudā’s schema, strife also exists because of the greed of 

mankind and their divergence away from worshipping God to worshipping that which is 

created, this succumbing to the vanities of this world.465 This point becomes critical in Abū 

al-Hudā’s critique of rising nationalist sentiment because the ‘worship’ of that which his 

created, considered the only unforgivable sin in Islam (shirk), is identified with 

nationalism, which itself is identified with greed and selfishness. Discussing this point, Abū 

al-Hudā writes “in this they follow the whims of their desires and place their own race or, 

their own soul, over the souls of others.”466 Thus, strife arises because this ‘wrong’ 

ultimately encounters its ‘truth’, thereby bringing about discord. The discord that Abū al-

Hudā sees in nationalism is so unnatural and opposed to what is good that even if it appears 

to obliterate its opposite truth, this truth is ultimately preserved in the hearts of the common 

people as well as the elite in perpetuity.467 
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The solution, Abū al-Hudā writes, in part lies in the superiority of human reason 

that is free from avarice and the tendency of the self towards greed.468 Only through this 

can the individual avoid his soul being ruled by its desires, a notion derived from the 

Qur’anic concept of the soul that calls to evil (al-nafs amāra bī-l-sū’) and a core concept in 

traditional Sufi ethics. According to Abū al-Hudā, by following this path, if an individual 

reflects and comes to the realisation that he is counted among the oppressors, he will cease 

to act in such a way and will thusly treat his fellow human beings with fairness, justice, and 

kindness.469 For the oppressed, even in their opposition to the oppressor, the highest level is 

for him to be patient and forgive the one oppressing him, a pathway Abū al-Hudā identifies 

with the way of the prophets.470 Moreover, for Abū al-Hudā if an oppressed person is 

unable to reach this level, then he should be balanced in his resistance to the oppressor as 

per the Qur’anic verse “A sacred month for a sacred month: violation of sanctity [calls for] 

fair retribution. So if anyone commits aggression against you, attack him as he attacked 

you, but be mindful of God, and know that He is with those who are mindful of Him.”471 In 

Abū al-Hudā’s schema, therefore, resistance to oppression is meant to restore balance and 

exceeding the bounds of restoring balance ultimately turns the oppressed into the 

oppressor.472 
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This concept is extended by Abū al-Hudā to the level of the nation as a whole. In 

what appears to be a passing reference to the European colonial powers, Abū al-Hudā 

discusses how greed lies at the root of the subjugation of smaller nations and the pilfering 

of their resources: “They subjugate and chain them [the smaller nations] after they had been 

free, and they take away their belongings as if they were a kind of booty.”473 In Abū al-

Hudā’s schema, it is ultimately an ignorance of the primordiality of the inherent rights of 

mankind that lies at the roots of such oppression. For Abū al-Hudā, if what he conceives of 

as aggressor nations knew the rights of mankind and the lofty place humanity has been 

assigned in the cosmic hierarchy, and if they internalized what he refers to as 

‘righteousness’, they would respect the limits defined by God.474  

Would the members of this large nation then agree on the word of a single man or a 

small group who are guided by greed in their quest to conquer and humiliate a small 

nation, which shares with them in humanity? No! If this nation understood the 

sacredness of this rule and the wisdom of this reality, it would respond to the speech 

of this seducer by asking: ‘if you and your family were living on a small field and 

people from a bigger field attacked your family and threatened your safety and your 

rights and scattered all that you, your family and your friends represent and own, 

would you accept and stay peaceful or not? 

 

Closeness to God, or Godliness, for Abū al-Hudā, besides engaging in acts of 

worship, consists in recognizing the sacrality of mankind, and caring and supporting the 

creation of God.475 In this schema, the opposite of this, as discussed above, is represented 

 
473 Ibid.  

474 Ibid. 

475 Ibid. 



235 

 

by zeal and devotion for one’s particular nationality and language over and above the 

closeness of all of mankind.  

The worst of people are those whose zeal is devoted to their particular nationality and 

language. They ignore their broader nationality, which is mankind […]If he continues 

to harm people [on this basis], destroying their rights and burning their homes, we 

know that he has broken from the bonds of humanity and his nature has become like 

that of an irrational animal.476 

 

In summarising the two manuscripts, Abū al-Hudā wrote that Ḥadīqat al-Bayān 

leaves aside the detailed inquiries of Ḥadīqat al-Maʿāni and Rūḥ al-Ḥikmah to focus on the 

general meaning they convey regarding what Abū al-Hudā understood to be the “condition 

of the [human] species”, the order necessary to preserve the rights of mankind and support 

their “fundamental freedom” given to them by God in the world of creation.477 

Commenting on the Qur’anic verse “If your Lord had pleased, He would have made all 

people as a single community”478, Abū al-Hudā writes that the concept of single community 

is in reference to their unity of feeling, conviction, race, and language of mankind as a 

whole.479 Abū al-Hudā juxtaposes this with the Qur’anic verse ‘You will not see any flaw 

in what the Lord of Mercy creates. Look again! Can you see any flaw?’480 In this context, 

Abū al-Hudā contextualizes the verse as pointing to the the impossibility of uniting people 

on a single conviction due to the differences that have been created inherently in them by 
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God. Thus, according to Abū al-Hudā’s schema we must act according to this reality and in 

accordance with that which preserves human kind’s fundamental rights.481 Despite these 

difference is language, conviction, opinion, and cause, for Abū al-Hudā, human beings are 

ultimately united, as discussed, through their shared as descendants of Adam and Eve: 

But concerning their fundamental nature, the Westerner knows that the Easterner is 

created just like himself from one soul and that they are united by their genealogy 

leading back to Adam. The Easterner knows this as well.482 

 

 Abū al-Hudā pays particular attention to notions of ‘civilized’ and ‘barbarian’ 

associated with an emerging discourse on the superiority of the West over what was 

increasingly seen, both my imperial Europe but also by an increasing component of Muslim 

reformist thinkers, as a ‘backwards’ East. In a clear retort to implied linkages between 

material advancement and ‘civlization’, barbarity, wrote Abū al-Hudā, is not confined to 

nations cut off from civilization deprived of industrial knowledge and the arts and 

sciences.483 For Abū al-Hudā, barbarity is in fact something that is established in nature 

itself that is, for a variety of reasons, integrated into the cosmology of individuals.484 In 

other words, the potential for what Abū al-Hudā refers to as ‘barbarity’ (tawāḥḥush) is 

latent in all human beings, regardless of the achievements of their respective civilization or 

their knowledge of industry, science, or the arts. For Abū al-Hudā, it is only through 

undertaking steps leading to the refinement of knowledge and intellectual humility that this 
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latent barbarity is kept under wraps.485 This nature, along with the soul, are combined in a 

body, the former of which does not go away until the latter does.486 In other words, the 

potential for what Abū al-Hudā refers to as barbarity is perpetually present in all human 

beings throughout their lives. Thus, Abū al-Hudā writes, it is certainly within the realm of 

possibility to find amongst the people of well-known cities and countries, known for its 

knowledge of industry, a level of roughness and barbarity not even conceived of among 

people from the mountains who have seen nothing but rocks and pebbles.487  

 

E. Conclusion 

 By examining Abū al-Hudā’s response to rising nationalist sentiments and his 

articulation of an alternative vision rooted in Islamic principles, we can better understand 

the complex dynamics between religion, identity, and governance during a time of 

profound transformation. Through his works, such as Ḥadīqat al-Maʿānī fī Haqīqat al-

Raḥm al-Insānī and Ḥadīqat al-Bayān fī Ḥukm Nawʿ al-Insān, Abū al-Hudā presents an 

inclusive framework that counters nationalist ideologies and proposes a universal vision 

grounded in Islamic theology. The key findings of this chapter revolve around three central 

themes: the role of Islamic universalism in shaping Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual output, his 

response to the rise of nationalism, and the political implications of his work within the 

context of late Ottoman governance. The synthesis of these ideas highlights the significance 
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of Abū al-Hudā’s contributions, while also shedding light on the broader debates 

surrounding identity, governance, and political legitimacy in the late Ottoman world. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s concept of Islamic universalism emerged in direct response to the 

rising tide of nationalism within the Ottoman Empire, particularly among its Arabic-

speaking subjects. His writings emphasized the unity of humanity, rooted in the shared 

heritage of being descendants of Adam and Eve, and viewed diversity—whether in 

language, ethnicity, or culture—as an expression of divine will. This perspective stood in 

stark contrast to the nationalist movements of the time, which often prioritized ethnic or 

national identity over religious and cosmopolitan values. Abū al-Hudā’s universalism, 

articulated through his theological reflections, offered an inclusive framework that 

transcended ethnic boundaries. His focus on qarābah ādamīyyah (human kinship) and 

qarābah īmān (kinship of faith) reflected a commitment to a model of governance in which 

justice and human dignity were paramount, irrespective of one's ethnic or national 

background. This view directly challenged the nationalist ideologies that sought to divide 

the Ottoman Empire along ethnic lines. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s universalism was not only theological but also deeply political, as it 

was closely tied to his defense of the Ottoman sultan-caliph as the protector of the ummah. 

His writings stressed the centrality of the sultan-caliph in maintaining the unity and 

integrity of the Empire, particularly in the face of internal nationalist movements and 

external colonial pressures. In works like Dā’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, 

Abū al-Hudā made a forceful case for absolute obedience to the sultan-caliph, arguing that 

this was both a religious obligation and a political necessity. His intellectual contributions 

provided the ideological support for Abdülhamid II’s so-called “Islamic policy,” which 
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sought to position the Ottoman sultanate as the ultimate authority for Muslims worldwide. 

Abū al-Hudā’s vision reinforced the idea that loyalty to the sultan-caliph transcended ethnic 

or nationalist loyalties, positioning the Ottoman Empire as a bastion of Islamic unity in a 

world increasingly fragmented by nationalist ideologies. 

 At the heart of Abū al-Hudā’s universalist framework is the concept of justice (qist) 

and human dignity (karāmah), which he considered essential to preserving the integrity of 

human society. He argued that the preservation of justice, not only at the individual level 

but also at the level of governance, was fundamental to the well-being of the Muslim 

ummah. His critique of nationalism was closely tied to his belief that ethnic and national 

divisions undermined the universal principles of justice that were enshrined in Islamic 

governance. Abū al-Hudā’s emphasis on justice extended beyond immediate political 

concerns to the metaphysical, reflecting his Sufi-inspired worldview. He posited that justice 

was a reflection of divine order, and any attempt to disrupt this order—whether through 

nationalist ambitions or colonial domination—was inherently unjust. His analogy of the 

garden, in which diverse plants flourish together while drinking from the same water, 

serves as a powerful metaphor for his vision of a just and harmonious society that respects 

and embraces human diversity. 

 The findings presented in this chapter have several important implications for the 

field of Ottoman studies, particularly in relation to our understanding of nationalism, 

religion, and governance during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Abū al-Hudā’s 

articulation of Islamic universalism challenges conventional narratives that present 

nationalism as an inevitable force in the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Instead, his 

ideas offer a compelling counter-narrative, one in which religious identity and political 
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unity were not only compatible but essential for the survival of the Empire. Moreover, Abū 

al-Hudā’s thought complicates the often-oversimplified binary between national and 

religious identity. His vision of Islamic universalism demonstrates that religious values, far 

from being incompatible with modern notions of governance, can provide a robust 

framework for addressing the challenges of diversity, justice, and political legitimacy. This 

has significant implications for how scholars approach the study of nationalism in the 

Ottoman Empire and beyond, as it suggests that religious frameworks were not simply 

relics of a bygone era but were actively engaged with modern political concerns. 

 While this chapter has illuminated important aspects of Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual 

contributions, it also highlights several limitations that must be acknowledged. First, the 

study has primarily focused on Abū al-Hudā’s written works and intellectual output, with 

less attention given to the practical implementation of his ideas within the Ottoman state. 

Future research could explore how Abū al-Hudā’s vision of Islamic universalism was 

received by his contemporaries, particularly within the Ottoman bureaucratic and political 

elite, as well as how it influenced or failed to influence specific policies during the 

Hamidian era. Second, the scope of the study has been largely confined to the Arab 

provinces of the Ottoman Empire, where Abū al-Hudā’s ideas were most actively 

disseminated. While this focus is important for understanding the intellectual currents in 

these regions, it would be valuable to examine how his ideas, or ideas like his, were 

received in other parts of the Empire, particularly in the Anatolian heartland. This would 

provide a more comprehensive picture of the impact of his thought across the diverse 

populations of the Empire. 
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 Given the limitations discussed above, several areas for future research emerge. 

First, there is a need for a more detailed study of the reception of Abū al-Hudā’s ideas 

among different social and political groups within the Ottoman Empire. This could include 

an analysis of his influence on the ulema, the political elite, and the broader Muslim 

population, as well as an examination of how his ideas were contested by nationalist and 

reformist movements. Second, future research could explore how Abū al-Hudā’s ideas on 

Islamic universalism intersected with the broader Sufi tradition in the Ottoman Empire. 

While this chapter has touched on his Sufi influences, a more in-depth analysis of his Sufi 

affiliations and their impact on his political thought could shed light on the relationship 

between Sufism and governance in the late Ottoman world. Third, it would be valuable to 

explore the global dimensions of Abū al-Hudā’s thought, particularly in relation to pan-

Islamic movements beyond the Ottoman Empire. His ideas on Islamic universalism could 

be examined in the context of broader intellectual currents in the Muslim world, including 

the interactions between Ottoman intellectuals and their counterparts in South Asia, North 

Africa, and the broader Middle East. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s contributions to Ottoman intellectual and political life offer a rich 

and nuanced perspective on the challenges of identity, governance, and justice in a time of 

profound change. His articulation of Islamic universalism provides a compelling counter-

narrative to the dominant nationalist ideologies of the time, emphasizing the unity of 

humanity and the central role of justice in both governance and society. By foregrounding 

these principles, Abū al-Hudā’s thought offers important lessons for contemporary debates 

on identity, pluralism, and the role of religion in the modern world. This chapter has sought 
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to illuminate these contributions and to demonstrate their significance for both Ottoman 

studies and broader discussions of governance and identity in the modern era. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

 
The study of Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī’s life and works provides a unique window 

into the intricate relationships between religion, politics, and identity in the late Ottoman 

Empire. His contributions, ranging from the defense of the Ottoman Sultan-Caliphate to the 

articulation of a concept of Islamic universalism, positioned him as a key figure in the 

Hamidian era, particularly in relation to Sultan Abdülhamid II’s broader Islamic policy. 

Through his writings, media influence, and intellectual endeavors, Abū al-Hudā actively 

engaged with the pressing political and social issues of his time, seeking to reconcile the 

tensions between Islamic authority and the growing forces of nationalism. This conclusion 

will synthesize the key findings of this study, assess Abū al-Hudā’s contributions to Islamic 

political thought, and explore the broader implications of his ideas for understanding late 

Ottoman governance, identity, and intellectual history. Furthermore, this conclusion will 

reflect on how Abū al-Hudā’s thought continues to offer valuable insights into modern 

debates surrounding political legitimacy, religious identity, and the role of Islamic 

governance in a world increasingly fragmented by nationalism and modernity. 

 

A. The Significance of Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī in the Hamidian Era 

 One of the central themes of this study has been Abū al-Hudā’s role in defending 

the authority of the Ottoman Sultan-Caliph, Sultan Abdülhamid II. This defense was not 

merely a matter of political loyalty or personal gain; rather, it was rooted in a broader 

ideological commitment to the preservation of the Ottoman state and its Islamic legitimacy. 
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Abū al-Hudā viewed the Sultan-Caliphate as the linchpin of Muslim unity, and his writings 

consistently emphasized the religious and political necessity of obedience to the Sultan. In 

his treatise Dā’ī al-Rashad lī Sabīl al-Ittiḥād wa al-Inqiyāḍ, for instance, Abū al-Hudā 

articulated a theological justification for the absolute loyalty of Muslims to the Sultan-

Caliph, framing this obedience as both a religious duty and a practical means of preserving 

the Islamic community in the face of internal and external threats. This defense of the 

Sultan-Caliph must be understood in the context of the broader political challenges facing 

the Ottoman Empire during the late 19th century. The Empire was confronted with rising 

nationalist movements, European imperial encroachment, and internal calls for reform. 

Abdülhamid’s reign, often characterized by its “Islamic policy,” sought to reassert the 

Sultan-Caliph’s authority as a means of reinforcing the legitimacy of the Ottoman state and 

fostering loyalty among the Empire’s Muslim subjects. Abū al-Hudā’s efforts were integral 

to this project, as he worked not only to defend the Sultan in his writings but also to 

promote this message in the Egyptian press and through his influence within Sufi orders. 

 Abū al-Hudā’s defense of the Sultan-Caliphate was underpinned by a deeply rooted 

belief in the connection between religious legitimacy and political authority in Islam. For 

him, the Sultan-Caliph was not merely a temporal ruler but a divinely sanctioned leader 

whose authority was derived from his role as the protector of Islam. This view aligned with 

classical Sunni political thought, which emphasized the importance of the caliphate as a 

divinely ordained institution tasked with upholding the sharīʿah (Islamic law) and ensuring 

the welfare of the Muslim community. Abū al-Hudā’s emphasis on the religious 

significance of the Sultan-Caliphate is evident in his writings, particularly in his defense of 

the office’s hereditary legitimacy. Drawing on historical precedents, Abū al-Hudā argued 
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that the Ottoman sultans, having inherited the caliphal mantle from their predecessors, were 

the rightful leaders of the Muslim world. This claim to legitimacy was bolstered by the 

Sultan’s role as the protector of Islam’s holy sites, his defense of the sharīʿah, and his 

efforts to preserve the territorial integrity of the Empire. By framing the Sultan-Caliph’s 

authority in both political and religious terms, Abū al-Hudā sought to create a powerful 

narrative that positioned the Ottoman state as the central authority for Muslims worldwide, 

even as it faced mounting challenges from within and beyond its borders. 

 

B. Abū al-Hudā and the Rise of Nationalism 

A key contribution of this study has been the exploration of how Abū al-Hudā 

responded to the rising tide of nationalism within the Ottoman Empire, particularly among 

its Arabic-speaking subjects. As discussed, nationalism posed a fragmentary challenge to 

the Empire’s territorial and social integrity, as it prioritized ethnic and national identity over 

the broader religious and political unity of the Ottoman state. Abū al-Hudā viewed this 

trend as deeply problematic, not only because it threatened the political stability of the 

Empire but also because it undermined the theologically grounded ideas that made up 

Islamic universalism. Abū al-Hudā’s critique of nationalism was both theological and 

political. He effectively argued that nationalism represented a form of shirk (idolatry), in 

which individuals elevated their loyalty to a particular nation or ethnicity above their 

loyalty to God and the broader Muslim community. This critique extended to the moral and 

ethical consequences of nationalism, which Abū al-Hudā believed led to selfishness, 

division, and ultimately, the fragmentation of the ummah. In contrast, he advocated for an 

Islamic universalism that transcended ethnic and national boundaries, emphasizing the 
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unity of humanity and the need for Muslims to rally around the Sultan-Caliph as the 

divinely appointed leader of the Muslim world. 

At the heart of Abū al-Hudā’s response to nationalism was his articulation of what 

this study has referred to as “Islamic universalism.” This concept, deeply rooted in classical 

Islamic thought, emphasized the fundamental unity of all human beings as descendants of 

Adam. For Abū al-Hudā, the diversity of humanity—whether in language, ethnicity, or 

culture—was not a cause for division but rather an expression of divine will. This 

theological foundation allowed him to argue that all human beings were entitled to 

fundamental rights and dignity, regardless of their religious or ethnic background. Abū al-

Hudā’s Islamic universalism represented a direct challenge to the fragmentary tendencies of 

nationalism, which he saw as undermining the unity of the Muslim community. By 

emphasizing the shared heritage of all human beings and the importance of upholding 

justice and human dignity, Abū al-Hudā offered a vision of society that was inclusive and 

cosmopolitan. This vision was particularly relevant in the context of the Ottoman Empire, a 

multi-ethnic and multi-religious state that was grappling with the challenges of modernity 

and political fragmentation. Through his writings, Abū al-Hudā sought to promote a model 

of governance in which the Sultan-Caliphate served as the guarantor of justice and the 

protector of the rights of all its subjects, regardless of their ethnicity or religion. 

 

C. The Political and Intellectual Implications of Abū al-Hudā’s Thought 

 One of the most significant aspects of Abū al-Hudā’s activities in support of the 

Sultan-Caliph was his strategic use of the press and media to promote his message. As 

discussed in Chapter V, Abū al-Hudā was deeply involved in the Egyptian press where he 
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cultivated a network of followers and allies who supported the Ottoman cause. Newspapers 

such as al-Nīl and al-Qāhira al-Ḥurra served as platforms for defending the legitimacy of 

the Ottoman state and countering nationalist and reformist narratives that questioned the 

authority of the Sultan-Caliph. Abū al-Hudā’s use of the press highlights the importance of 

media in shaping public opinion and intellectual discourse during the late Ottoman period. 

By leveraging the power of the press, Abū al-Hudā was able to reach a wide audience and 

promote his vision of Islamic universalism as an alternative to the growing forces of 

nationalism. His efforts demonstrate the critical role that intellectuals and religious figures 

played in influencing political debates and shaping the ideological landscape of the late 

Ottoman world. 

 Another key contribution of this study has been the exploration of the relationship 

between Sufi thought and political authority in Abū al-Hudā’s work. As a prominent Sufi 

leader, Abū al-Hudā’s political thought was deeply influenced by Sufi principles. As it 

relates to ideal forms of social organization, Abū al-Hudā turned to ideas grounded in the 

principle that posits that all of creation is intimately connected as a reflection of God’s 

names and attributes.  Abū al-Hudā’s Sufi affiliations also played a significant role in his 

defense of the Sultan-Caliphate. As discussed, the Ottoman state had long cultivated close 

ties with prominent Sufi orders, which provided a religious and spiritual framework for 

legitimizing the Sultan’s authority. Abū al-Hudā’s position as a Sufi leader allowed him to 

act as a key intermediary between the Sultan and the broader Muslim community, 

particularly in the Arab provinces. His intellectual contributions thus highlight the 

intersection of Sufism and governance in the late Ottoman Empire and the ways in which 

religious authority was mobilized to support political legitimacy. 
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D. The Broader Legacy of Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī 

This study has demonstrated that Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī was a central figure in the 

intellectual and political life of the late Ottoman Empire, particularly during the reign of 

Sultan Abdülhamid II. His contributions to Islamic political thought, his defense of the 

Sultan-Caliphate, and his articulation of Islamic universalism offer valuable insights into 

the complex dynamics of governance, identity, and religion during a time of profound 

transformation. By examining Abū al-Hudā’s ideas and activities, this study has contributed 

to a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between religion, politics, and identity 

in the late Ottoman world. Abū al-Hudā’s legacy also enriches more conventional 

narratives of the late Ottoman Empire, which often emphasize the rise of nationalism and 

the eventual dissolution of the Empire along ethnic and national lines. His defense of the 

Sultan-Caliphate and his emphasis on Islamic universalism offer a compelling counter-

narrative, one in which religious identity and political unity were views as not only 

compatible but essential for the survival of the Empire. This perspective has important 

implications for how scholars approach the study of nationalism in the Ottoman Empire and 

beyond, as it suggests that religious frameworks were actively engaged with modern 

political concerns and played a significant role in shaping the ideological landscape of the 

time. 

The ideas articulated by Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī also remain relevant for 

contemporary debates surrounding political legitimacy, religious identity, and governance 

in the Muslim world. His articulation of a theologically grounded Islamic universalism, the 

importance of justice, and the role of political authority in preserving the rights and dignity 



249 

 

of all individuals offers valuable lessons for modern discussions on pluralism and 

governance. In an era marked by increasing political fragmentation and rising nationalist 

movements, Abū al-Hudā’s Islamic universalism provides a framework for thinking about 

how religious principles can be mobilized to promote unity and justice in diverse societies. 

Furthermore, Abū al-Hudā’s critique of nationalism and his defense of Islamic governance 

challenge modern assumptions about the relationship between religion and politics. His 

ideas demonstrate that religious frameworks can offer robust alternatives to secular 

nationalist ideologies and that Islamic governance is not necessarily incompatible with 

modern political concerns. By revisiting Abū al-Hudā’s thought, contemporary scholars and 

policymakers can gain valuable insights into how Islamic principles might be applied to 

address the political and social challenges of today’s world. 

 

E. Abū al-Hudā’s Legacy in his own Time and Beyond 

 Abū al-Hudā al-Sayyādī’s life and works reflect a significant intellectual and 

political legacy in the late Ottoman Empire. Through his defense of the Sultan-Caliphate, 

his articulation of Islamic universalism, and his engagement with the rising forces of 

nationalism, Abū al-Hudā sought to preserve the unity of the Muslim world and the 

legitimacy of the Ottoman state. His contributions to Islamic political thought, his strategic 

use of the press, and his Sufi-influenced vision of governance offer valuable insights into 

the complex dynamics of religion, politics, and identity in the late Ottoman period. While 

this study has focused primarily on Abū al-Hudā’s intellectual contributions, there is much 

more to be learned about his influence on Ottoman policy and his interactions with other 

key figures of the time. Future research could further explore the reception of his ideas 
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within the Ottoman state, as well as their impact on broader intellectual and political 

movements in the Muslim world. Additionally, the global dimensions of Abū al-Hudā’s 

thought, particularly in relation to pan-Islamic movements and transnational intellectual 

currents, remain a rich area for further investigation. Ultimately, Abū al-Hudā’s legacy 

underscores the importance of religious thought in shaping political and social life in the 

late Ottoman Empire. His vision of Islamic universalism, grounded in the principles of 

justice, human dignity, and the unity of mankind, offered a compelling alternative to the 

divisive forces of nationalism and modernity. By revisiting his ideas, scholars can gain a 

deeper understanding of the intellectual and political history of the late Ottoman world and 

explore new ways of thinking about the role of religion in governance and identity 

formation in the modern era. 
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