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Abstract

Parallel to Arab Nahdah, Ottoman modernization program is associated with the Tan-
zimat, a period of drastic social, political and institutional transformation. The word
tangimat itself, however, merely means “regulations” or “reorganization” and very little
has been done in investigating the conceptual or ideational foundations of Tanzimat
reforms. The question at stake here is how these series of reforms were justified and
legitimized within the Ottoman political culture. Accordingly, this paper focuses on
reform debates among Ottoman bureaucrats and statesmen in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries and proposes the concept and doctrine of tagdid (renewal)
as a key to understanding Ottoman reform and religious transformation. Ottoman
reformers at the turn of 19th century resorted to the doctrine of centennial renewal in
order to both criticize the moral shortcomings of Ottoman political system and legiti-
mize innovation. Within this logic, Ottoman reformist sultans and politicians have
frequently been referred to as mugaddids, that is restorers. This paper will present an
account of the concept of tagdid based on Ottoman political and historical writing
from the period. I argue that Ottoman reform was inseparable from the logic of reli-
gious revival and that Ottoman debates should be considered as part of and discussed
in relation to the 18th-century Muslim revivalism which has attracted growing atten-
tion in the last decade.
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154 TOPAL
1 Introduction

On November 3 1839, Mustafa Resid Paga, the Minister of the recently estab-
lished Foreign Affairs, read aloud an Imperial Edict at the Giilhane square
quite close to the Imperial Palace. What must have been a relatively short event
judging by the brevity of the text, would later be remembered as the proverbial
beginning of Tanzimat, arguably the most significant era in Ottoman-Turkish
modernization. A period of intensive political, legal and economic reforms as
well as drastic cultural transformations, the Tanzimat is generally agreed to
have ended at its zenith with the suspension of the short-lived Ottoman consti-
tution, Kanan-t Esasi, by ‘Abdulhamid 11 in 1878. The four decades in between
two constitutive texts, the Imperial Edict and the Constitution, witnessed an
overhaul of the administrative system of the Ottoman State, integration of the
Empire’s economy into global capitalist system, successive separatist revolts
by the various ethnic/confessional populations under the Empire’s rule and
last but not least the rise of a public sphere concurrent with the emergence of
print capitalism and proto-national consciousness among both Muslims and
non-Muslims.

It is not surprising therefore, that the Tanzimat has become a heavily loaded
concept both in popular memory and historiography. Sometimes celebrated
but more often condemned, Tanzimat has been associated with the experience
of transition, liminality and the duality of institutions, practices and concepts
between modernity and traditional frameworks. Both on the left and the right
of contemporary Turkish politics, it is largely considered a failure due to the
increasing separatist activity, ever-shrinking borders, gradual loss of state-
sovereignty vis-a-vis Europe, financial ruin and colonization of the Ottoman
economy by global capitalism with destructive consequences. As Giirpinar
demonstrates, while Tanzimat was initially regarded as an era of regeneration
and renewal, it has come to be considered a naive and largely failed experi-
ment through successive historiographical interventions, particularly after the
Second Constitutional era and during the early Republic.!

As 19th-century optimism waned, the idea of the Tanzimat was also dis-
credited ... the Young Turks and subsequently the Kemalists demonized
the Tanzimat to establish their legitimacy and demonstrate their vigi-
lance by creating a diametrically opposite ‘constitutive other’.?

1 Glirpmar. Ottoman/Turkish Visions of the Nation 1860-1950.164-190.
2 Tondo. 164.
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POLITICAL REFORMS AS RELIGIOUS REVIVAL 155

Underlying both the historiographical accounts and the popular memory
of Tanzimat has been a predominantly linear notion of modernization (as
Westernization and secularization) and a teleological perspective, which
passed judgment on Tanzimat as a prelude to the collapse of the Empire.
Such linear and teleological narratives received barely any challenge up until
recently. Tanzimat has been a curiously neglected topic in the historiography
of the long nineteenth century with the late Ottoman historians focusing
almost exclusively on the Hamidian Era and the Second Constitutional Era in
an effort to explain the Empire’s demise. Only in the last decade, a new wave
of scholarship that takes Tanzimat as its focus has emerged with an attempt to
understand the era on its own terms through revisiting available sources in a
more self-reflective and methodologically driven approach.3

Still, however, there has been little attempt at studying how the Tanzimat —
a wide scale reform program that upended some centuries old practices and
institutions was grounded in Ottoman political culture. There have been
sporadic attempts at documenting and analyzing the reception of Tanzimat
reforms among the Ottoman subjects. But as yet there exists no proper history
of the conceptual framework of the Tanzimat let alone a detailed textual
and conceptual analysis of the Imperial Edict of 1839.% One reason for this
absence is the conspicuous impulse to explain Ottoman modernization
drive with reference to “enlightened” and “modern” ideas of a few prominent
Ottoman bureaucrats who are imagined to be rowing against the currents
of rampant conservatism. As brilliantly criticized by Olivier Bouquet, even
the most erudite historians resort to singling out individual figures from the
late eighteenth century ambassadors like Azmi Efendi to later bureaucrats like
Mustafa Resid Pasa as having properly understood the European model and
possessing singular modernizing, westernizing and secularizing visions.® Such
accounts take modernization as axiomatic and paradigmatic, and also ignore
the convoluted, complex and contested nature of political reform. Intra-elite
factionalism, domestic conflicts and power struggles are ignored and reform
is explained in highly teleological and linear interpretations which are then

3 See particularly Anscombe. “Islam and the Age of Ottoman Reform”. 159-189; Siviloglu. The
Emergence of Public Opinion; Kogunyan. Negotiating the Ottoman Constitution 1839-1876;
Onaran. Padisaht Devirmek; Brisku. Political Reform in the Ottoman and Russian Empires;
Tiiresay. “The Political Language of Takvim-i vekayr".

4 Aylin Kogunyan's recent work is an exception although she focuses on the legal vocabulary of
the Edict. See Kogunyan. Negotiating the Ottoman Constitution 1839-1876. 61-70.

5 Bouquet. “Is it Time to Stop Speaking about Ottoman Modernization?”.
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superimposed on the individuals.® One symptom of such accounts is that the
seemingly traditional political language and concepts used in contemporary
texts are simply explained away by reducing to a mere “lip service” and measly
“legitimation strategies”. Such an explanation implicitly assumes an unbridge-
able gap between the language used and “actual intentions” of Ottoman
actors and ignores the way politics is acted out in language.” We need to be
reflective of the difference between our analytical categories (as historians)
and the concepts found in the sources, and focus our analysis on how the
actors themselves conceptualized their actions and milieu, taking them seri-
ously in the process.®

A proper conceptual history of the Tanzimat, therefore, should necessarily
involve a meticulous disentanglement of several entangled semantic layers: 1)
the conceptual framework behind the Tanzimat, that is, the semantic analysis
of the Imperial Edict of 1839 with an eye to conceptual transformations preced-
ing it; 2) elite and popular reception of Tanzimat throughout the nineteenth
century and its calcification as a concept in Ottoman bureaucratic memory
and particularly in the nineteenth century history writing; 3) historiographi-
cal narratives and popular myths that accumulated over a century and a half.
While this is obviously a gargantuan task that requires significant archeologi-
cal and genealogical work, one must begin somewhere.® As such in this article,
I would like to start with the first step: a conceptual analysis of what Tanzimat
meant and in what kind of discursive framework it was located at the moment
of inception and as it manifested in the Edict of 1839. How did the Ottoman
bureaucrats conceptualize their reform attempts? How did they justify wide
scale change and innovation both to themselves and their interlocutors? How
did they imagine the past, the present and the future?

In the nineteenth century Ottoman context, the word tangimat could be
translated literally as “regulations” with legal and institutional implications.
Although it is strongly associated with the Imperial Edict of 1839, the word
is used only once in the document in a very basic sense, for the regulation of
conscription (tangimat-t ‘askeriyye). Since in the nineteenth century Ottoman
writing the Edict is simply referred to as Giilhane Hatti, the common reference
to the Edict as Tangimat Fermant seems to be a twentieth century attribution.
There is, however, evidence that soon after its promulgation the Edict began

6 For a good criticism of such teleological approaches which also draws on the Russian exam-
ple see Brisku. Political Reform. 1-17.

7 See also Topal. From Decline to Progress. 187.

See Topal and Wigen. “Ottoman Conceptual History”.

For an in-depth discussion of archeological and genealogical work in the historiography of

the Middle East see Topal and Wigen. “Ottoman Conceptual History”.
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to be cited as the inception of Tanzimat.!° Moreover, terms such as tangimat,
tangimat-u hayriyye (auspicious organization), nigam-t miistahsene (favourable
order) and nigam-t cedid (new order) had been used in documents during the
later reign of Mahmud 11, in reference to drastic changes to the taxation system
and regulation of conscription during 1830s.1! The references to nigam-t cedid
are our first clues that Mahmud’s reforms and the Tanzimat were probably
conceptualized as a continuation of Selim 111’s New Order project, which was
interrupted in 1808 with the last major Janissary revolt.

Beyond this, the text of the Edict provides certain clues that are both con-
spicuous and, at the same time, easy to miss if one is not familiar with the
development of reform arguments and concepts over the eighteenth and
early nineteenth century.!> The Edict opens with the invocation of a hun-
dred and fifty years of decline in power and wealth of the Empire and cites
deviation from Sharia as the main reason for this decline. The Edict points
out the necessity of issuing some new laws (kavanin-i cedide) in order to
ensure good government (hiisn-i idare) and cites the circular logic between
taxation, wealth and security. The document, then, proceeds to make several
promises such as justice for all in court regardless of religious affiliation,'
fairer taxation, lighter conscription terms, putting an end to tax farming and
due process in court. And finally the Edict recounts all these regulations as
“Sharia law which is intended to revive the state, the religion and the com-
munity” (isbu kavanin-i ser‘yye miicerret din ve devlet ve milleti ihya i¢cin vaz*
olunacak ...) and also concludes that all the proposed changes amount
to “wholesale transformation of the old methods and renewal” (keyfiyat-t
megruha usil-t atikayt biitiin biitiin tagyir ve tecdid demek olacagindan).

Some scholars have observed a paradox in this logic of the document. For
instance, citing a nineteenth-century observer by the name James Porter, Serif
Mardin says “... it was indeed a curious document that could begin by ‘imput-
ing the decline of the Ottoman Empire principally to the transgressions of old
laws, proceed ‘to adopt new regulations in the state, and end by ‘praising the

10  See for instance the chronicles of the nineteenth century chronicler Ahmed Latfi in
Vak'aniivis Ahmed Litfi Efendi Tarihi I.

11 Simgek, The Grand Strategy of the Ottoman Empire 1826-1841, 235-37.

12 The transcribed text of the Edict can be found in many sources. All the translations
throughout the paper are mine unless stated otherwise.

13 As an example of teleological interpretations, we should note here that the pervasive
attribution of “equality” to the Giilhane Edict is simply a mistake. Although the Edict
promises justice for all, there is no word or clause in the text that could be interpreted as
equality. Equality (miisavat) becomes an issue only later, in the Reform Edict of 1856. See
Badem. “The Question of the Equality of Non-Muslims in the Ottoman Empire during the
Crimean War (1853-1856)"; and Topal. “Ottomanism in History and Historiography”.

ORIENTE MODERNO 101 (2021) 153-180 Downloaded from Brill.com02/09/2022 02:16:27PM

via University of Oslo



158 TOPAL

restoration of old manners and customs.”'* Mardin also concludes this “inter-
nal inconsistency” to be a mark of “a much more subtle and subterranean
antagonism between the ideas that advocated a return to an Ottoman-Islamic
golden age and the theories which sought to build anew better foundations for
the tottering empire”.

I, however, argue on the contrary that the logic of the Edict is internally
consistent in its articulation of reform and the key concepts to that logic are
ihya (revival) and tecdid (renewal). Both terms, but particularly tecdid invoke
the classical Islamic trope of centennial reform (Ar. tagdid) within religion
and a particular temporal logic associated with it.'6 The doctrine, based on a
prophetic hadith, takes it as axiomatic that the religious community will degen-
erate and fall into conflict every hundred years or so due to human nature and
prophesizes that God will send forth a renewer (miiceddid, Ar. mugaddid) to
set the community and religion back on its right path. In the rest of the paper,
I will demonstrate how the logic of tecdid emerged through reform debates in
the New Order era and increasingly grew to be the most prevalent justifica-
tion for Ottoman reform following the destruction of Janissary corps in 1827.
I'will argue that while this argument for renewal may have initially been just an
argument to ward off the opposition, its logic actually found much resonance
among the Ottoman literati who were heavily invested in understanding and
explaining “Ottoman decline” since the early seventeenth century. Eventually,
I will return to the Giilhane Edict to demonstrate the persistence of the logic
of tecdid and I will conclude with some reflections on what this means for our
understanding of modernization and secularization in the Ottoman context.

Another point that reinforces my argument for the centrality of the con-
cept of renewal is Mujadddidi Nagshbandi support for the reform process. In
a series of articles, Butrus Abu-Manneh had already demonstrated the spread
of Nagshbandi networks in the Ottoman lands and Istanbul from the early
eighteenth century onwards in several waves, and documented the prevalence
of Nagshbandi affiliation among Ottoman grandees.!” Later, he noted the
Nagshbandi influence on the Imperial Edict of 1839 through their networks

14  Mardin. The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought. 196-197. Mardin himself quotes from Porter.
Turkey. 11: 24.

15  Mardin. The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought. 197.

16 See Voll. “Renewal and Reform in Islamic History”; Rahman. “Revival and Reform in
Islam”; and Haj. Reconfiguring Islamic Tradition.

17  Abu-Manneh. “The Nagshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya in the Ottoman Lands in the Early
19th Century”; “Salafiyya and the Rise of the Khalidiyya in Baghdad in the Early Nineteenth
Century”; and “Sheikh Murad al-Bukhari and the Expansion of the Nagshbandi-Mujaddidi
Order in Istanbul”.
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among the bureaucrats.’® However, his observations have not made much
impact on the historiographical reception of Tanzimat. Through the concept
of tecdid, I demonstrate how Ottoman bureaucrats conceptualized reform in
terms of Islamic renewal and revival. Finally, I contend that Ottoman reform
at the dawn of modernity should be understood not only vis-a-vis state trans-
formation that occupied Eurasian polities but also in the context of revivalist
movements that marked Muslim geography from the South East Asia to North
Africa and from the Najd to the Caucasus.!® While Ottoman debates did not
include concepts such as taglid and igtihad which were central to the other
ongoing debates, they still reveal a major concern with moral decline and
regeneration as well as renewing the faith and tradition.

2 The Quarrel of the Old and New?

By the second half of the eighteenth century, Ottoman bureaucrats and states-
men increasingly called for military, financial and administrative reform.
Beyond the immediate problems facing the Empire (particularly the growing
challenge of Russia), such demands for reform also drew on a sense of impe-
rial decline that had been gradually weaved and constructed by Ottoman
scribes and chroniclers. From the late sixteenth century onwards and par-
ticularly through the crises-ridden seventeenth century many Ottoman
intellectuals had interpreted the social and economic transformations of
the Empire as a “dissolution of order” (halel or iftilal) and a deviation from
an idealized “ancient constitution” (kanun-t kadim) imagined to be at work
through the golden age of the Ottoman state from the reign of Mehmed 11 to
the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent.2? In the second half of the seventeenth
century, through the highly influential work of Katip Celebi (d. 1657) this par-
ticularly bureaucratic account of “dissolution of order” would evolve into a
greater narrative of imperial decline. Particularly Katip Celebi’s incorporation
of Ibn Haldin’s model of the life cycle of states identifying the Ottoman state
to be in the age of decline (sinn-i inhitat) had such a lasting impact that it

18  Abu-Manneh. “The Islamic Roots of Giilhane Rescript”.

19  See particularly Haykel. Revival and Reform in Islam; Dallal. Islam without Europe;
Spannaus. Preserving Islamic Tradition.

20 By now there is a sizeable literature on the seventeenth century reform literature. For an
excellent overview see Sariyannis. A History of Ottoman Political Thought up to the Early
Nineteenth Century, see in particular chapters 4 and 5; and also Topal. From decline to
Progress. Chapter 1.
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triggered what modern historians call “Ibn Khaldunism in Ottoman letters”2!
Not only would the historian Naima (d. 1716) incorporate Ibn Haldan as the
cornerstone of his famous chronicle but also Grand Mulfti Pirizade Mehmed
Sahib would translate the first five books of Mugaddima into Turkish through
1720s. One key issue raised by Ottoman statesmen reading Ibn Haldan in the
eighteenth century was whether Ottoman state was destined for collapse as
suggested by the implicit determinism of Ibn Haldan’s model or whether it
could still be salvaged through action. Demonstrating the immediacy and
dimensions of the question of survival, we see a proliferation of treatises
on the question of free will and predestination in addition to the recurrence of
the problem in political writing, which Ethan Menchinger aptly attributes
to the problem of reform and the fate of the Empire.?2

It is on the background of such narratives and pressing questions that
Ottoman bureaucrats engaged in a conversation on reform during the 1768-
1774 Russo-Turkish War that shook Ottoman exceptionalism?? at its core. The
urgency of the need for military reform gave impetus to search for new models
and techniques in government and warfare, which eventually crystallized in
the New Order program of Selim 111 (1. 1789-1808). Dozens of reform memo-
randa were written at the time addressing a plethora of domestic problems, as
well as reports on European political and technical advancements by Ottoman
ambassadors who were sent to various European capitals on ad hoc missions
to observe and record. The sources provide us with ample material with which
we can understand how reform was conceptualized. Among those, of particu-
lar attention is around twenty reform memoranda commissioned by Selim 111
in 1891.24

To list some of the expressions used by the memoranda writers: “to attain
the ancient state and conditions” (eski halin bulmak, tavr-t kadimi bulmak),?>
“a new kind of integration and order” (bir nev cedid rabita ve nizam, intizam
itmek),?% “renewing the ancient order as it had been renewed in the past”
(mukaddema tecdid olunan nizam-t kadimlerini yine tecdid),*” “restoring

21 The extent and reach of Ibn Haldun’s influence on Ottoman political writing is still a
continuing inquiry. For an up to date account see Sariyannis. “Ottoman Ibn Khaldunism
Revisited”.

22 Menchinger. “Free Will, Predestination, and the Fate of the Ottoman Empire”.

23 On Ottoman exceptionalism see Menchinger. “Dreams of Destiny and Omens of Greatness”.

24  Gagman, I1I. Selime Sunulan Islahat Layihalart.

25  Ibid.s.
26  Ibid. 59.
27 Ibid. 78.
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the ancient law to its former glorious state” (kanan-t kadimelerinin halet-i
ulasma irca’x).?®

One of the first things one notices looking at these sources is the pervasive
references to “ancient order” which would seem at odds with the novel prac-
tices and techniques proposed which were clearly inspired by the European
model. The Ottoman state was announcing a “new order” and at the same time
promising a restoration to the former glorious order of the Empire, which pres-
ents a puzzle quite parallel to the language of the Giilhane Edict 1 have noted
above. Under the dominant paradigms of linear modernization and secular-
ization, earlier scholarship pervasively dismissed this simultaneity of “old” and
“new” as a mark of the legitimation strategies of the Ottoman Porte whereby
traditional concepts were merely instrumentalized to dress up the novel ideas
and practices against a conservative audience.?? Such an approach not only
assumes an empirically untenable gap between the political language and the
“actual” motivations of the reformers but also ignores the semantic transfor-
mation, dynamism and context-dependence of concepts however traditional
they may be.

Fortunately, particularly in the last decade, the late eighteenth century and
New Order era has received significant attention in scholarship, and by now,
there is a sizeable literature on the debates and issues of the period.3° Among
those, Ali Yaycioglu's seminal article is particularly noteworthy since it forces
us to radically rethink New Order politics. Yaycioglu challenges the conven-
tional approach which presents a conflict between “Westernized reformers”
and “Muslim conservatives” and shows how, on the contrary, New Order was
a broad coalition “two major components of which were the Euro-Ottoman
military engineers and Sharia-minded Islamic activists, acting against the
entrenched (and local) social, military and religious order that was guarded
by the Janissaries and groups that gathered around them”3! He particularly
emphasizes the role of Mujaddidi Nagshbandi networks and their revival-
ist ethos in the reform effort which targeted the “pious antinomianism” of
the Janissaries who saw themselves as “guardians of tradition”. Yaycioglu’s
account indicates that the conflict at stake during the New Order era was

28  Ibid. 8o.

29  Seein particular Berkes. The Development of Secularism in Turkey; Shaw. Between the Old
and the New; Beydilli. “Kiigiik Kaynarca’dan”

30  See particularly Aksan. An Ottoman Statesman in War and Peace; “Ottoman Political
Writing 1768-1808”; Sakul. “Nizdm-1 Cedid”; Menchinger. The First of the Modern Ottomans;
Yesil. “Looking at the French Revolution through Ottoman eyes”; Yaycioglu. “Guarding
Traditions and Laws”.

31 Yaycioglu. “Guarding Traditions and Laws”. 15-44.
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not conceptualized as merely a conflict between “tradition” and “innovation’,
rather it must have been a conflict between competing concepts of tradition
and bids for legitimacy through different genealogies. Here, I will demonstrate
how different conceptions of tradition and innovation are clearly reflected in
the political writing of the period produced by bureaucrats belonging to differ-
ent ranks of Ottoman state.

New Order debates reveal an ongoing contestation over what constitutes the
Ottoman-Islamic tradition, with different authors taking different positions
within a continuum. The proposal of imitating the European military technolo-
gies and restructuring the military creates a tension between the reformist camp
and the janissary alliance who perceive it as a threat to the status quo. This and
the fact that novelty and innovation had to be negotiated and justified makes
not only the importation of European technologies but also every reformist
attempt by the palace a conceptual problem which was not exclusive to the
late eighteenth century. The distinction between what is kadim (ancient, estab-
lished) and what is hadis or bid‘ah (innovation or invention in a derogatory
sense) was a core element of Ottoman-Islamic legal and political tradition.32

Opposition to the New Order instrumentalized this tension and labelled
the adoption of European military techniques and technologies as bid‘ah and
ihdas (from the same root as muhaddas).?® In response, the New Orderists
defended their efforts as tecdid. The language of the memoranda does not put
the new (cedid) and the ancient (kadim) as a binary opposition; instead the
act of renewal (tecdid) has an organic connection to what is ancient. Minor
exceptions aside cedid and tecdid had not been used as key concepts in politi-
cal context before in Ottoman texts.3* It is possible to encounter in any kind of
text the word tecdid being used in the very basic non-political sense of renewal,
i.e. renewal of a contract and agreement, renewal of a marriage after a divorce,
renewal and renovation of a building. As noted above, what stood against
kadim semantically was the words sddis and bid‘ah, both denoting undesirable
innovation, the latter being a more technical term in Islamic scholarship. Cedid
and tecdid here appear to have been consciously chosen to counter the accusa-
tions of bid‘ah and ihdas as favourable words. The word invokes the concept

32 See Sariyannis. A History of Ottoman Political Thought. 444-447.

33 See Kusmanl. Zebire-i Kugsmdni fi Nizdm-t Ilhami. 10.

34  There are some attempts at regulating land and tax regimes in the late seventeenth cen-
tury that were called kaniin-t cedid and there is evidence that Kopriilii Fazil Mustafa Paga’s
tax reforms around the same era were called nizam-t cedid. Yet, further research is needed
to explore the context and meaning of this conceptual clustering a century before the
New Order reform program.

ORIENTE M%\igh%yogd ]fr%% g%lpc%}v)o%/%g/-2$§902'16'27PM

via University of Oslo



POLITICAL REFORMS AS RELIGIOUS REVIVAL 163

of periodic reform in Islamic tradition, which postulates gradual degeneration
and dissolution over time due to human error and foresees the necessity of
renewal and regeneration of the tradition through human agency.

The doctrine of tecdid is based on a particular hadith which says “God will
send to this community at the turn of every century someone (or: people) who
will restore religion”.3% Based on this hadith, there emerged in the second Hijri
century a vague tradition which predicted one exceptional scholar, a renewer
(Ar. mugaddid, Ott. miiceddid) to arise around the turn of each century and
renew the religious tradition and doctrine by resolving the contemporary prob-
lems, debates and controversies and reinvigorating religious zeal. Although
there has never been a solid consensus on the particular renewers of each
century, the names who were circulated were exclusively scholars, meaning
legal scholars philosophers, Sufis, or exegetes. However, from the 16th cen-
tury onwards, in the Ottoman vocabulary, we observe the word being used for
Ottoman sultans as well. For instance Selim 1, Suleiman 136 and Murad 11,37 had
all been designated by the title in some way. As pointed out by both Fleischer
and Felek, the image of the renewer and restorer, brought together in the polit-
ical ruler instead of the scholar, carries strong connotations of Messianism,
especially when one considers Suleiman 1 and Murad 111’s reigns coincided
with the end of first higri millennium. This Messianic trend apparently resur-
faces in the late eighteenth century context in the face of crisis. Several grand
viziers of the late eighteenth century such as Koca Ragip Pasa and Halil Hamid
Paga were expected to be renewers as well.38 Apparently, Ottoman bureaucrats
also saw a restorer in Selim 111. Menchinger notes that the official chronicler of
the period, Ahmed Vasif Efendi, a staunch supporter of reform himself, refers
to him as the “man of the century” (sahib-i mia), another term for miiceddid.?®

It is no wonder that, from the start, the opposition to the reform movement
also took issue with the title of the renewer as well. An anonymous notice left in
front of a public fountain in Istanbul, in early 1789, during the heat of another
Russian campaign, accused Abdulhamid 1 of losing territories to the Russians

35  Ethan Menchinger is the first scholar to make the connection between reform and this
particular tradition in the case of Ahmed Vasif Efendji, see his An Ottoman Historian in an
Age of Reform. 229-231; and Menchinger, The First of the Modern Ottomans, 86, 212. For the
tradition of cyclical reform see Landau-Tasseron. “The ‘Cyclical Reform”.

36  See Fleischer. “The Lawgiver as Messiah”. 161.

37  Felek. “(Re)creating Image and Identity”.

38  Menchinger. An Ottoman Historian. 71, 229-30.

39  Ibid. 229-30.
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and causing the ruin of soldiers in the war effort.* The author who calls him-
self ocaklt (a member of the janissary corps) openly threatens the Sultan with
counter-action — a dethronement is heavily implied, if not regicide — if he
does not declare peace and call the troops back from the campaign. He accuses
the viziers, the grand mufti and the other officials for misinforming the Sultan
and questions their Muslimness. He blames the Sultan for oppressing the
ummah and says they do not want a renewer (miiceddid) vizier or grand mufti,
openly questioning the legitimacy of the category and obviously mocking the
reform attempts.

We should note however that the reformers themselves had suspicions and
misgivings about the legitimacy of innovation and the boundaries of tradition.
Some of the memoranda reflect these suspicions very clearly. For instance
chief treasurer Mehmed Serif Efendi, after suggesting some venues of reform
briefly, warns that the principle of tradition should not be violated:

... as the principle goes “our religion is not based on reason [ ‘uku!] but
tradition [nukal]” and hence not everything we conceive is beneficial and
advisable. In any case it needs to be congruent with venerable Sharia. It is
obvious that any policy and order not congruent with Sharia will not only
prove useless but also will yield material [sari] and spiritual [manevi]
damage ...#!

While not directly challenging reform attempts, Serif Efendi still perceives a
tension between what is to come in the name of reform and whatever it is
that he considers the religious tradition. Serif Efendi thus takes a hesitant and
cautious position with respect to reform; he endorses it and yet suggests cau-
tion fearing that tradition may be violated. Another anonymous memoranda
writer expresses his concern in a more direct albeit cynical way, framing mili-
tary reform as adopting French habits:

... it is possible to train soldiers who can face the enemy in battle, yet only
on the condition that it must definitely not be revealed to the soldiers
and the commoners that they will be adopting the French form [tavr-
efrenc] which is contrary to our disposition and customs. They should
be told something like “the Sultan is doing a favour to his regiments
and he will restore the ancient practices [resm-i kadim] and this is what

40  See Saricaoglu. “Osmanli Muhalefet Geleneginde Yeni Bir Dénem”.
41 Cagman, I11. Selime Sunulan Islahat Layihalari. 21. All the translations are mine unless
stated otherwise.
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is necessary and Islam is all encompassing anyway” And although what
is desired is the application of the French arrangements, French military
terms should not be adopted and must be replaced with Turkish words.*?

Thus, the anonymous author not only reveals his misgivings regarding the
legitimacy of reform but also he betrays the general concern of the reformers
about communicating the program to commoners. In contrast to many oth-
ers who advocated and justified adoption of Western techniques as legitimate
“retaliation in kind” (mukabele bi'l-misl)*3 this anonymous author considers
military reform as “adopting the European form”. Interestingly, however, even
this cynical author justifies the emulation by distinguishing between form and
principles and arguing that reform will work as long as form (etvar) changes
and principles (usul) remain (etvar degisiib usul degismemek ile olur).** Thus,
he resolves the tension between preserving tradition and justifying innovation,
by splitting the Ottoman way into formal and essential halves.

We come across a comparable criticism later in the New Order program, in
1806, by one Omer Faik Efendi who cautiously criticizes the New Order overall
without brushing it aside completely. He approves of the military reform but
still warns that:

As is known to all, the Exalted State is a state based on Sharia and hence
when setting out to some business it should be referred to Sharia and
consulted with the God-fearing pious people. One should abstain from
inventions [muhaddesat]; indeed it is preferable to reinforce the consti-
tution of the state by repairing and renewing [tecdid] those orders of the
past [nizamlar], that is kanun and shari‘ah, which have been dissolved
with the passage of time.*>

Omer Faik Efendi is obviously torn between the necessity of renewal and the
dangers of innovation. He echoes the concerns of one of the memoranda
writers mentioned above when he accuses the regulations of the New Order
with rootlessness and being based solely on reason (nigamlarda mebde olma-
yub yaliuz ‘akla teba‘tyyetle miibadere olunmagun). He conceptually solves the
tension by classifying the New Order measures into two: substantial/spiritual

42 Ibid.g.

43  Seein particular Menchinger. The First of the Modern Ottomans. 87, 201, 239.

44  Cagman. Selime Sunulan Islahat Layihalart. 10.

45  Sarikaya. Omer Faik Efendi, 5. For Omer Faik Efendi’s treatise see also Sakul. “NizAm-1
Cedid". 145-47 and Beydilli. “Kiiciik Kaynarca’dan’”. 37-40.
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(manevi) and formal (suri). Accordingly, military, financial and administra-
tive measures are the formal measures, pertaining to the materiality and
religious measures which pertain to spirituality. He brings criticism for both
categories yet he is particularly concerned about the substantial/spiritual mea-
sures; he thinks religious scholars and pious people do not get the necessary
respect and attention.*¢ This distinction also echoes that of the anonymous
memoranda writer between form (favir) and essence (usul). By drawing a line,
one distinguishes between what may be subject to change and what should
not, which, in the end, boils down to an intuitive distinction between form
and substance.

The strongest defence of the New Order program as renewal in religion
comes from a wandering Nagshbandi preacher, Ubeydullah Kusmani, whom
Yaycioglu particularly highlights as the node that brings together the puri-
tanical revivalism and political reform.#” Kugmani pens a whole treatise
(ca. 1800) defending Selim 111’s New Order and military reforms, and at the
same time openly attacking the janissaries in a heavily derogative language for
their unruly behaviour, ignorance and their penchant for sin and pleasure.*8
The treatise is a defence and justification of the principle of mukabele bi’l-misl
and obedience to the ruler in general, with frequent references to the Prophetic
tradition (hadis) and particular verses from the Quran. He particularly counters
the accusations, by the Janissaries, of innovation and invention by citing the
aforementioned hadith and invoking the doctrine of the centennial renewal.#9
Kusmani argues that what is being done is none other than tecdid and ifya>°
and considers mukabele bi’l-misl a religious obligation ( farz).5!

We must note once again that religious renewal was not merely a conve-
nient argument for the New Order program; as emphasized by Yaycioglu,
moral and religious revival as part of disciplining the society was a significant
element of the reform attempts. The reform program not only proposed the
reform of religious institution, but also involved a serious argument against
the observed moral laxity within Ottoman society, which was expressed with
reference to a moral ideal, which increasingly incorporated a Sunni orthodox

46 Sarikaya. Omer Faik Efendi. 1213

47  See Yaycioglu. “Guarding traditions”. 1591-97 who provides very interesting details of this
enigmatic figure. Also see Sakul. “Nizdm-1 Cedid”. 135-39; Beydilli. “Kiiciik Kaynarca'dan”.
35-37, and Sariyannis. A History of Ottoman Political Thought. 414.

48  See Kugmani. Zebire-i Kusmani fi Nizam-t Ilhamd. 11-12.

49  Ibid. 4.
50 Ibid. 7, 60, 84.
51 Ibid. 23.
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position associated with Sharia, akin to the one observed in the seventeenth
century Kadizadeli challenge. Frequent complaints about moral laxity, leth-
argy and apathy and calls for moral uprightness as a prerequisite of reform
were not simply restricted to the men of government who were supposed
to shoulder the reform attempt. Observable in the reform memoranda is an
emphasized concern for moral subjects overall, which is expressed in terms of
religious piety.

The failure of the New Order program in 1808 after a violent Janissary revolt
put an end to these debates for a while. However, as I will demonstrate below,
the debates around legitimacy of reform and renewal picked up after the
abrogation of Janissaries in 1826 by Mahmud 11, who initiated another reform
program, which again relied on the premise of tecdid.

3 After Janissaries: Now What?

Mahmud 11’s earlier years focused on curbing the power of ayans particu-
larly in the Balkans which eventually led to the Greek Revolt that shook the
Empire to its core. In what Siikrii Ilicak called a “radical rethinking of empire,”
Ottoman elite started questioning the basics of their lifestyle by following the
Haldanian logic, which associated decline with sedentary lifestyle.5? Ilicak
shows, how in an effort to explain the inability of the Empire to counteract
against the Greek rebels, both the Sultan and the divan members referred
to the Greeks as the bedevis (nomads) and attributed the lack of zeal and
indifference among the Muslim population to hadariyet (sedentary/urban
life). The obvious solution was to invoke, once again, among the Muslim popu-
lation the spirit of bedeviyet (nomadism), in order to facilitate mobilization
(seferiyet) of the population against the Greek insurgents.53 Accordingly, the
state distributed a huge number of rifles to local Muslims and encouraged
them to own horses and carry daggers all the time, the statesmen, ulema and
other dignitaries were also encouraged to do the same and discouraged from
displaying the symbols of hadari life style, i.e. giving up flamboyant and luxu-
rious clothing and donning simple garbs, avoiding extravagance in all things
and especially excessive food and alcohol consumption.>* Ilicak particularly
emphasizes the disappointment and frustration, frequently expressed in

52 Ihcak. A Radical Rethinking of Empire. Chapter 2.
53  Ihcak. A Radical Rethinking of Empire. 122-123.
54  Ibid.153-154.

ORIENTE MODERNO 101 (2021) 153-180 Downloaded from Brill.com02/09/2022 02:16:27PM

via University of Oslo



168 TOPAL

Mahmud 11’s letters, with the disinterest and inertia with which the Muslim
population met one of the gravest crises of the Empire.5> This episode dem-
onstrates both the desperate quest for directions of reform and the cyclical
logic parallel to renewal with which Ottoman reformers operated. However,
this was a brief episode and as I will demonstrate further, after the abrogation
of the Janissaries, the argument for renewal took on a different colour which
was more receptive to innovation.

The destruction of Janissaries and the establishment of the new army
through mass conscription marks the end of a long era in Ottoman politics.
With Janissaries gone, the ulema lost their allies in challenging the authority
of the palace. Mahmud 11 further curbed the power of the ulema by transfer-
ring the control of pious foundations to the state, thus restoring virtually all
economic and hence, political power to the palace. As Giiltekin Yildiz aptly
concludes, what Mahmud 11 achieved was a restoration par excellence rather
than simple reform.56

Not surprisingly destruction of Janissaries, the so called Auspicious Affair
(Vak‘a-yt Hayriyye) was also legitimized with reference to doctrine of renewal.
In his account of the affair commissioned by Mahmud 11 himself, Mehmed
Esad Efendi hails the sultan as the real renewer of the century (miiceddid, re’s-i
mie) after his success in abrogating the janissary corps. He allocates a sepa-
rate chapter to exploring the doctrine of renewal in his chronicle of the events
leading to and following the abrogation of the janissaries, and starts by cit-
ing the same hadith.5” And citing classical sources, he argues that “tecdid is
all about distinguishing between sunnah and bid‘a, expanding the knowledge,
honoring the men of knowledge with support and sponsorship as well as belit-
tling those who engage in bid‘a and destroying them”.58 Hence, for Esad Efendi,
tecdid refers not only to a scholarly act of reform within tradition to revive
the religion, but also a political act aimed at rooting out sedition and heresy.
No wonder then, he goes on to cite several classical sources to argue that the
renewer of the century does not have to be one of the fugaha’; it could actually
be the uli al-amr, the political authority to whom the ummah obeys. Because,
he contends, without the power of the ruler to enforce right and wrong, Sharia
would not mean much; protecting the religion essentially requires the power
to enforce which is the prerogative of rulers.>® Then he goes on to do some

55  Ibid. u7.

56  For an excellent discussion of the implications of Mahmud 11’s restoration project see
Yildiz. Neferin Adi Yok. 15-130.

57  Es’ad Efendi. Uss-i Zafer.138-145.

58  Ibid.139.

59  Ibid.140.
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calendar calculations to prove through birthdates that Mahmud 11 is indeed
the renewer of the century.

Later, the vocabulary of renewal and the renewer was further and frequently
used in the Ottoman official gazette Takvim-i Vekayi (1831-) as Ozgiir Tiiresay’s
recent analysis clearly demonstrate.59 Tiiresay notes how Takvim presented
the reform process as tecdid-i usil-i devlet (renewal of the foundations of the
state) or teceddiidat in plural, and Mahmud 11 as the miiceddid-i kavanin-i dev-
let (renewer of the laws of the state). He also highlights how Takvim recognized
the novelty of some of the policies but still framed these as part of the renewal
process whereby formerly fragmented and disaggregated elements of the order
was bound to a single principle (ka‘ide-i vahid), which is obviously a celebra-
tion of the centralization of the state power. Interestingly, Tiiresay also notes
that, Takvim labels the reforms carried out by Mehmed Ali of Egypt as ihtira‘at
ve bid‘at (illicit innovations and inventions).

Considering that Mehmed Esad Efendi, who worked like a propaganda
minister for Mahmud 11, was the founder and the first editor of Takvim, there
remains the question of how far this vocabulary of renewal was shared among
Ottoman officials. However, there are other works from the era which give us
ample clues as to how Mahmud’s reforms were framed. Particularly, the reform
memorandum written by Kececizade Izzet Molla®! in 1827, shortly after the
destruction of Janissary corps, is one of the most revealing accounts of what
kind of problems Ottoman statesmen were grappling with. Kececizade, who
was a Nagshbandi affiliate,5? writes in a polemical style answering a host of
questions posed by imagined interlocutors, presents a scathing criticism of the
Ottoman state apparatus and proposes various items of reform.

Kececizade opens his treatise by invoking the problem of decline (inhitat),
warning against fatalist arguments and reminding the readers their personal

60  Tiiresay. “The Political Language of Takvim-i vekayi". Takvim was hitherto ignored by
scholars due to the contention that it was simply a continuation of official chronicling
in newspaper form and hence it would not offer much else than a dry account of official
policy decisions. Tiiresay, however, demonstrates the benefits of studying Takvim for our
understanding of the political language of the period, since the official gazette was “pri-
marily a propaganda instrument at the service of political authority [...] intended for the
production and dissemination of a discourse framing and legitimizing the centralizing
reforms undertaken since 1826”.

61 Dogan, Kegecizade Izzet Mollanin Islah-1 Nizdm-1 Devlete Dair Risile Adli Eserinin
Transkripsiyonu ve Edisyon Kritigi. Kececizade Izzet Molla has been a popular figure in
the study of Ottoman poetry due to his innovative style and substance. His political writ-
ing, however, seems to have been mostly neglected despite his key role in certain political
crises of the period. For an exception see Beydilli. “Kii¢iik Kaynarca'dan”. 58-62.

62  Abu-Manneh. “The Nagshbandiyya Mujaddidiyya”. 32.
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responsibility in reform by giving the Habsburgs as an example.®® He also
rebuts those who argue that Frankish ways and the Ottoman ways are not com-
patible (usul-t efrenciyyeye bizim usuliimiiz mugayirdir) and puts forward Egypt
as an example who was revived by an Ottoman vizier even after the French
invasion.54 Yet, he is not overly optimistic about the prospects of reform
either; Kegecizade argues that something has gone clearly wrong with the
Ottoman way:

The question is who will do all this? Our answer is “we will do it by God’s
support”. There are so many states who have established order in their
realms; there are no instances of deputies from one state going to another
to establish order. It is up to the deputies of that realm in any case. Our
own deputies are not possessed or traitors, thank God, but since our ways
(usul) are corrupt, it would not make a difference even if we had Aristo or
Plato here. It took us forty years to convince people of the benefit of the
issue of military drills (madde-i ta'lim), an issue which is clear as day....
Besides the matter of religion, the order of the infidel states are better
than the Islamic state, as in the issue of military drill. That is because,
unbelief is constant in its creed and hence they have established order
in their world. We, on the other hand, are not loyal to our creed, and not
constant in our practice.%>

We see a minor shift of vocabulary here: the suggestion that what is corrupt is
actually usul, not anything else; Ottoman way itself is corrupt. Usal is a difficult
word to translate, it can mean either principles (foundations and sources) or
method, or both at the same time. As I have noted above, a late eighteenth
century author advocated preserving usi/ (foundations) whereas tavr (form)
could be changed. Kececizade, on the other hand, in an effort to explain the
systemic, structural problems of the Ottoman state puts the blame on a cor-
rupt usul and advocates a return to Sharia:

What do we have the siyaset-i seriyye for [if we are not going to use it]?
Once we change our ways [usu/] and all the issues are bound to the way
of the New Order [usul-t Nizam-t Cedid], with the auspice of the glorious

63 Dogan, Kececizade, 7.
64 Ibid. 8.
65  Ibid. n-12.
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Sharia ... The order that is from God is not spoiled easily. Right is trium-
phant and nothing may trump it.66

Although Kececizade invokes the New Order program as being still in cur-
rency, his argument goes one step further than that of the New Orderists in
emphasizing that there is something rotten in the way things have come to be
with the Ottoman state and the solution is proper application and execution
of Sharia. Another difference is that while the New Order literature (and the
literature of earlier centuries) emphasize the poor moral standing of the men
of the state and the people as the cause of lack of order and present order as
something to be achieved as a result of and maintained through moral respon-
sibility, with Kececizade we see a partial reversal of the equation: lack of order
may also lead to moral corruption; one cannot have good moral subjects with
a corrupt system.

The instrumentality of the vocabulary of Sharia becomes apparent at this
point: proposed as an abstract set of politico-moral principles, Sharia allows
both a criticism of Ottoman way/system/tradition through broader Islamic
precepts and also again as an abstract set of principles it allows legitimation
of the European administrative and military practices to be imported. Thus
new order gains a clearer meaning: ridding the Ottoman ancien régime of its
corruption and building a new order on the principles of Sharia which are
“compatible” with rational practices of the Europeans anyway.

The concept of order as a set of regulations and principles (usul) emerges
even more clearly after Kececizade’s ridicule of some of the more literal inter-
pretations of a call for restoration:

As Na‘ima had responded to Ustiivani, the ulema and the bureaucrats of
this grand dynasty cannot walk around naked like the desert Arabs. We
respond to the ignoramuses who say “it was like that once” that equity
and fairness would be achieved if every class was content with [how it
was in] the earlier times. [The difference between] our times and the ear-
lier times may be seen if one looks at the gravestones in Uskiidar [as an
example]. Something which has reached this stage cannot be returned to
its earlier state. But one can issue a ban through Sharia by reasoning that
over-decoration of the gravestones are harmful to both the deceased and
his inheritors. Yet one cannot ban all gravestones as harmful innovation
and even if one does, it is not worth it. Similarly, since it is not possible to
revert each class to that former state, we should strive to care for its order

66  Ibid. 36-37.

ORIENTE MODERNO 101 (2021) 153-180 Downloaded from Brill.com02/09/2022 02:16:27PM

via University of Oslo



172 TOPAL

as much as possible following the dictum of “do not completely abandon
one thing, if you cannot conceive it completely”. Otherwise the objection
of the fool is against all classes. If you say “let us organize each class like as
it was before”, that is not reasonable either, for the land allotment of the
grand vizier during Sultan Suleiman’s time would not be enough even for
the quiver carrier today. Hence, Sultan Suleiman did not imitate Umar ibn
Abd al-Aziz, and he, in his turn, did not imitate Umar 1. The point of order
is to improve upon present and not let the situation fare worse at least.
Otherwise, the kind of correction of the world demanded by the people is
not possible. Our desire is that bribery — that destroyer of the world —
is abolished, our income is preserved, our magistrates and viziers be
content with their allotments and they do not commit injustice, and
Sharia-abiding regents are appointed and an order is established which
is at least better than that of the 40-50 years before.6”

In this passage Kegecizade tackles several different issues at once and reiter-
ates the doctrine of renewal. The argument about clothing is clearly directed
against the more literal arguments for simplicity and frugality that emerge in the
early nineteenth century, which manifested itself as official state policy during
the Greek revolt as a return to bedeviyet. By invoking the example of grave-
stones, Kececizade equates this approach with Wahhabi Salafism. Wahhabism
had emerged as a revivalist movement in Najd in the late eighteenth century
and challenged the Ottoman rule on both religious and political grounds. One
of the main markers of the movement was their rejection of gravestones and
visiting of the tombs (including that of the prophet) as harmful innovations
(bid‘ah) and idolatry, a reaction which Ottomans found extreme.

Kececizade similarly rejects arguments for a full reversal and total imita-
tion of ancestors for reforming the social estates as ridiculous and foolhardy
proposals, which comes out as a criticism of the debates of the New Order era.
The optimist projections of the previous literature are also gone; he does not
consider a full revival possible and suggests a humbled and controlled reform
process which emphasizes prevention of extravagance, austerity, frugality
and law-abidance. Hence, revival is not about imitation (taklid) of past prac-
tices but the principles and laws underlying these practices, namely principles
of Sharia.

Reforms proposed by Kececizade boil down to the organization of the
central bureaucracy and the religious institution and mainly their status and
salaries. In spite of his argument for compatibility between Sharia and the

67  Ibid. 60-61.
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European ways, there is little in his concrete proposal that could be taken as
an imitation of the Western ways. Still, however, closing his memorandum he

feels the need to reiterate that what is at stake is not innovation or novelty
but tecdid:

These principles and methods, thus written, look like some new laws
[kavanin-i cedide] and a bunch of regulations [nigamat-t ‘adide] at first
glance and to the gaze of the fool and as such may disturb the minds of
some. Observed with a meticulous eye, however, they are all about the
renewal [fecdid] of the old laws [kavanin-i ‘atika] of our Exalted State ...
Either we take this approach or stay the way we are now. There is no mid-
dle ground.%8

These closing remarks bear striking resemblance to the conclusion of the Edict
of 1839 cited in the introduction which states that the proposed changes amount
to a “wholesale transformation of the old methods and renewal” (... keyfiyat-t
mesritha usul-t ‘atikay: biitiin biitiin tagyir ve tecdid demek olacagindan ...).
Besides the concept of tecdid, the use of the phrase usil-t ‘atika in the Edict is
meaningful in two ways: first, the use of ‘atik (old) instead of kadim (ancient,
revered) maintains the reverence for tradition while condemning the past. As
opposed to kadim which attributes a positive value and a sense of reverence
to anything it designates by virtue of coming first and being foundational, ‘atik
simply means old. Second, use of usul instead of kanin or nizam again puts
the blame on practices and methods that has been in effect instead of tradi-
tional values, principles and codes, which is quite congruent with Kegecizade’s
argument that Ottoman usil was corrupt due to deviation from norms, that
is Sharia. The Edict, hence, proposes throwing away the practices of the old,
that is the past hundred and fifty years which mainly includes tax-farming,
unjust taxation, monopolies, confiscation, and recently unfair conscription
and promises religious law which will rejuvenate the state, the religion and
the nation (isbu kavanin-i sertyye miicerred din ve devlet ve milleti ihya i¢in vaz*
olunacak ...), which is again summed up in the concept tecdid.

Kececizade died in 1829 in exile, a full decade before the drafting of the
Edict. However, as I have also noted with the vocabulary of Takvim, the con-
ceptual framework of tecdid continued to dominate official language. This is
also corroborated by Butrus Abu Manneh’s observations on the Edict noted
above.%9 Ali Yaycioglu’s argument for a puritan revivalism through Nagshbandi

68  Ibid. 73.
69  Abu-Manneh. “Islamic Roots”.
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support to the New Order and the continuity in the use of the concept of tecdid
complement Abu Manneh'’s account and demonstrate the logic of renewal
underlying the Edict.

4 In Lieu of a Conclusion

In this paper, I have demonstrated the centrality of the logic of centennial
renewal and reform to the Ottoman political language at the dawn of moder-
nity and how the same logic underscores the Giilhane Edict of 1839 which has,
so far, been interpreted within the rather linear frameworks of modernization
and secularization. This raises us to rethink two issues: secularization and
modernization.

First question is of course with regard to secularization and the role of reli-
gion in the formation of Ottoman modernity and the conceptual problem here
requires us to tackle the question of Ottoman Islam prior to modernity. That is
necessary, because the bulk of the literature on the modern era drastically cari-
caturizes the character of Ottoman Islam prior to modernity and its relation to
politics. This is evident in the arguments for a “politicization of Islam” in the
modern era.”? We need to realize, however, that Islam was highly politicized
and its meaning almost always contested before modernity, as the brilliant
scholarship on Ottoman “confessionalization” has repeatedly emphasized.”
While the patterns of religious conflict in the early modern era is too complex
to summarize here, Sunnification of Ottoman Islam as a consequence of both
Ottoman-Safavid rivalry and also the Kadizadeli challenge needs to be kept
in mind. As Yaycioglu also describes” Ottoman reformers in the New Order
era seem to have embraced the puritanical challenge of earlier religious move-
ments such as the Kadizadeli’s and used it against the antinomian janissaries,
in alliance with the Nagshbandi’s and their revivalist ethos.

New Order era set the stage and the example in presenting social and
political reform as inseparable from religious revival by invoking the ancient
doctrine of periodic renewal in Islam. This trend continued during the reign of
Mahmaud 11 and early Tanzimat as well and state monopoly over religious dis-
course was established particularly with the isolation of the ulema from their
previous bases of power. Reforms leading up to the Tanzimat and the Edict was
justified in again the language of renewal, while as we have seen particularly

70 Most notably see Karpat. Politicization of Islam.
71 See particularly Krstic. Contested Conversions to Islam; Exginbag (ed.). Ottoman Sunnism.
72 Yaycioglu. “Guarding”. 1578-83.
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with Kececizade, more fundamentalist conceptions of reform were rejected.
Condemnation of Ottoman past through eternal and immutable principles of
Sharia reached its peak during this period with the Edict proclaiming the over-
haul of old ways in favour of Sharia and renewal. Some scholars have chosen to
call this process “Islamic modernization””3 but such a label takes Islam to be a
mere “catalyser” in the process and misses the subtle reconfigurations Islamic
tradition went through and the expansion of concepts in an effort to come
to terms with European progress. Naming this process Islamic modernization
or politicization of Islam does injustice to the fluidity of the Ottoman-Islamic
tradition by implying a reduction of Islam to newly emerging orthodoxies.
Instead, one might see this process as a transformation of Islam, and forma-
tion of new orthodoxies as well as rooting out of alternatives.

This does not mean, however, that we have to completely do away with the
secularization argument. Although scholars have seriously criticized the sec-
ularization paradigm recently,’* I believe there is still reason to think about
secularization in a more nuanced frame. Because, the evidence clearly demon-
strates a transformation in the language, concepts, and the way “the political”
and “the religious” were redefined in the process of reform not least through
redefinition of orthodoxy and further subjugation of religious institution to
political control of the government. The revivalist ethos of the Nagshbandiyya,
the reformist drive of the bureaucracy and Mahmud 11’s desire for restoring
power to the palace all relied on the discourse of tecdid, reaffirming the primacy
of faith and Sharia, and condemning the antinomian Janissary opposition as
heresy. Still, these nodes did not align neatly. Mahmud did not believe in shar-
ing his authority and he certainly did not trust the Nagshbandiyya. The efforts
of Mehmed Esad to reframe tecdid as a political act and present Mahmud as the
renewer betrays both a rivalry with Muhammed Ali and also with the spiritual
authority of the Nagsabandi. Such an absorption of puritan challenges and
reaffirmation of temporal authority closely resembles the development of the
concept of the sultanate and caliphate in the first three centuries of Ottoman
rule in Anatolia, whereby the sultanic authority was redefined in reaction to
the challenge of the mystical authority of the religious movements.”

Another aspect of secularization question is the temporalization of Islam
and emerging historical consciousness that we observe around the reform
debates, which bring us to the second question: modernity. In a recent work

73 See for instance Sakul. “Nizam-1 Cedid".

74  Seeforinstance Kirmizi. “19. Yiizyih Laiksizlestirmek: Osmanli-Tiirk Laiklesme Anlatisinin
Sorunlar1”; Anscombe. “Islam and the Age of Ottoman Reform”.

75  SeeYilmaz. Caliphate Redefined.
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Monica Ringer has argued that what distinguished the modern Islam of fig-
ures such as Namik Kemal or Al-Afghani was an emergent “historicism” which
identified certain elements of religion as historically contingent and a quest
for an essence of religion that was above history.”® While agreeing with Ringer,
I would also argue that the emergence of this “historicism” predated both the
Young Ottomans and modernist thinkers of Arab Nahdah. The confluence
of religious revival and socio-political reform in the Ottoman context had
already triggered similar lines of questioning which led Ottoman reformers to
historicize some of the basic tenets and foundations of their political system
and return to Islam for a non-historical, immutable essence, a trove of moral
principles. This growing historicist consciousness is the missing link between
the early nineteenth century reform attempts and the Islamic modernism
of the late nineteenth century. While the late nineteenth-century formula-
tions betray virtually no recognition of the earlier debates over renewal, Young
Ottomans would still propose a progressive narrative of reform starting with
the seventeenth century and building up to the Tanzimat, representing greater
political maturity towards a more representative regime in congruence with the
“essence” of Islam.”” How this historicist hermeneutics of Islam has come to be
replaced with more fundamentalist interpretations in the twentieth century
remains a question to be addressed for the future scholarship.
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