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Sufi reformist diffusion and the rise of Arabism in late

Ottoman Syria

Itzchak Weismann

At the turn of the twentieth century the urban centers of Syria became an important
source for both the national ideology of Arabism' and the religious tendency of the
Salafiyya.” The two trends were closely related from the outset, sharing an aversion to
the increasingly centralized and autocratic Ottoman government, on the one hand, and a
critical attitude toward traditional forms of religion, on the other. Their pioneers were
religious reformists such as Tahir al-Jaz@’iri of Damascus,’ ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Kawakibi of Aleppo,’ Rashid Rida of Tripoli,” and ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Zahrawi of Homs,’
who by stressing the Arab provenance of the forefathers (al-salaf) laid the Islamic foun-
dations for a separate Arab identity within the empire. Not averse to Western innovation
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as such, the reformists were ready to embrace the ideal of the nation as a means of mobi-
lizing the people against the oppressive regime. The parallel appropriation of Western-
type rationalism allowed them to distance themselves from the proponents of latter-day
Muslim tradition who chose to profess unbounded loyalty to the government. The most
vital component of this tradition in late Ottoman Syria, and indeed in the entire Muslim
world of the pre-modern era, was Sufism.

Yet to understand the religious nature and political function of latter-day Sufism, one
must go beyond the viewpoint of its modern detractors. Far from being a monolithic
phenomenon, Sufism produced within itself a reformist strand, which had two main
characteristics. One, a strict adherence to the precepts of the shari‘a, kept Sufi reformism
within the confines of orthodox Islam. The other, active involvement in political and
social affairs, determined its evolution within the broader historical context. Thus in
periods of political stability and social prosperity, generally conceived as deriving from
following the shari‘a, the reformist tendency could be less pronounced. But in times of
crisis it was mostly Sufi reformist movements which, as leaders of the civil society, took
it upon themselves to adapt the shari‘a to the needs of the time and guide the rulers along
the straight path.” Such orthodox orientation and sociopolitical activism was increas-
ingly discernible among the various Sufi reformist movements working in the Syrian
lands from the late eighteenth century, in response to the perceptible decline in the au-
thority of the Ottoman central government. Most prominent among them were the
Khalwatiyya and Naqgshbandiyya orders, along with the theosophical school of the Ak-
bariyya, the school of al-Shaykh al-Akbar, Muhy1 ’1-Din ibn ‘Arabi.

The activities of the Khalwatiyya and the Nagshbandiyya, as well as the formulations
of the Akbariyya, therefore, precipitated, and were a reflection of, the course of Ottoman
modernization in general, and its impact on the Syrian provinces in particular, during
this final century and a half of their existence. Though far from linear, modernization
was determined by the combination of two major processes: reassertion of the state’s
central authority, which began to take shape in the early nineteenth century, and Euro-
pean economic and cultural penetration gaining momentum from the mid-century on-
wards.® It was as a result of this double challenge that new identities were formulated in
Syria within the ideological trends of the Salafiyya and of Arabism at the turn of the
twentieth century. Nonetheless, despite its aversion to the alleged submissiveness and
irrationalism of contemporary Islam, in its attentiveness to the afflictions of the time,
and in its shari‘a-based endeavor to remedy them the Salafiyya remained indebted to the
Sufi reformist movements that had preceded it. Focusing on the three major cities of
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Damascus, Aleppo, and Tripoli, this chapter endeavors to examine whether the geo-
graphical patterns of diffusion of these movements also had an influence on the rise of
Arabism.

Our point of departure in the investigation of the Sufi reformist movements of late
Ottoman Syria is the 1780s, when a group of Khalwati shaykhs established themselves
in the major cities of the country. This new drive was part of a revival movement within
the Khalwatiyya order inaugurated half a century earlier under the leadership of Mustafa
al-Bakri (1687-1749) and Yisuf b. Silim al-Hifni (d. 1767).° Bakri was a native of Da-
mascus who after receiving authorization as a spiritual guide in that order traveled
widely to spread it in the Syrian provinces. His major success, however, was in Egypt,
where he was invited to settle in 1737 by Hifni, his erstwhile disciple and the actual
organizer of his branch in the Khalwatiyya. Hifni’s efforts enabled Bakri to swiftly
acquire a large following to his peculiar path, a combination of exclusive affiliation to
the tariga, which increased the fidelity of his disciples, with an intensive form of dhikr,
which enhanced its popularity. Both were ultimately derived from the teaching of Ibn
‘Arabi and were fortified by Bakri’s emphasis on strict adherence to the shari‘a. The
immense success of the Khalwatiyya-Bakriyya at that time in Egypt reflected the dete-
riorating situation of the country in the wake of the Great Insurrection of 1711, which
marked the upsurge of Mamluk power at the expense of the Ottoman central govern-
ment.'® For almost a century, until Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha subjected all Sufi orders to
state control,'' the Khalwati shaykhs, who also dominated al-Azhar, presented them-
selves as spokesmen of the oppressed population before its rulers.

The Khalwatiyya-Bakriyya spread to the Syrian cities after similar circumstances
came to prevail in them following the collapse of the Ottoman-sponsored ‘Azm rule in
al-Sham,'? and the parallel intensification of the factional struggle between the Janissa-
ries and the ashraf in Aleppo."® The wide diffusion of the order was facilitated by a
long tradition of studying at al-Azhar, by trade, and by family connections. In Tripoli,
where links with Egypt were particularly tight, it was ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Rafi‘i (d. 1815)
who headed the new trend. “Hoisting the banner of ilm”, as the epithet he bequeathed
to his descendants indicates, Rafi‘1 hailed from a prominent Sufi Rifa7 family in the
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city. Acquiring his high education at al-Azhar, “he took the path from” — i.e. he was
initiated by — Mahmud al-Kurdi, the foremost khalifa of Hifni in Cairo. Rafi returned
to Tripoli following his shaykh’s death in 1781, where he taught in the Mansiiri central
mosque and guided disciples on the path. Concomitantly Rafii became engaged in the
caravan trade of the city and, loyal to the Bakri political tradition, he also gained influ-
ence with local governors.'* The Rafi‘is remained a leading reformist family in Tripoli
to the end of the Ottoman Empire and beyond.

In Aleppo, which also kept significant links with Egypt, the Khalwatiyya was propa-
gated by another deputy of Mahmud al-Kurdi, Ibrahim al-Hilali (1742-1822). A scion of
a Sufi Qadiri family from a nearby village rather than from the city itself, Hilali studied
at al-Azhar for 19 years before returning to settle in Aleppo in 1783. Here his vast
knowledge was soon recognized, and he became head of the family lodge in the south-
ern Jallim quarter, where he combined religious teaching with spiritual guidance.
Rather stereotypically Hilali is depicted in the biographical dictionaries as avoiding the
company of rulers, who nonetheless sought his advice.'> On the other hand, his name is
mentioned among the ‘ulama’ who in 1819 led a local insurrection against an oppressive
governor.'® Though less prominent than the Rafi‘is in Tripoli, the Hilali zawiya remained
a leading reformist center in Aleppo into the twentieth century."”

As a major center of learning in its own right, Damascus was less amenable than
Tripoli or Aleppo to influences from Egypt. Here the Khalwati message was propagated
mainly by an outsider, ‘Umar al-Yafi (1759-1817), and ultimately failed to strike deep
roots. A native of Jaffa, Yafi took the path in Gaza from Kamal al-Din, Mustafa al-
Bakr1’s son. He first arrived in Damascus in 1784, two years after his shaykh’s death,
but then left to spread the order in other parts of Syria and in the Hejaz, possibly be-
cause of opposition he encountered from the local ulama’. Yafi, who proved himself a
prolific writer in Sufi matters and a gifted poet, later returned to Damascus to establish a
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circle of disciples in the Umayyad mosque. He too is depicted as influential among the
rulers, though he tended to address the central government rather than its local
representatives.'® Yet despite the unified source of inspiration, the activity of the
Khalwatiyya-Bakriyya in late eighteenth-century geographical Syria remained highly
fragmentary. Unable to transcend the administrative divisions, the shaykhs of the order
concentrated their efforts each in his own city, rather than joining hands in a
countrywide movement of reform.

The continuing degeneration in the condition of law and order in the Syrian provinces
after the turn of the century, which culminated in a series of local uprisings against the
governors around the 1820s," brought about a parallel strengthening in the Sufi reform-
ist tendency. Consequently, in the following period of Ottoman restoration the reform-
ists were eager to lend their support to the government in its effort to reimpose its au-
thority, first in the center by Sultan Mahmiid II and then, in the wake of the evacuation
of the Egyptian army, in Syria itself under Sultan Abdiilmecid.”® In Tripoli and Aleppo
the intensified reformist activity was led by a new generation of men of religion within
the tradition of the Khalwatiyya-Bakriyya. They took inspiration from the preeminent
shaykh of the order in Egypt in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, Ahmad al-
Sawi (1761-1825). Sawi, like his predecessors, combined spiritual guidance with a
teaching position at al-Azhar. Living the last part of his life under the rule of Muham-
mad ‘Ali, he sought to adapt the Khalwati political tradition to the new realities of a
strong central government. Accordingly, he acted discreetly, showing fidelity to the
Pasha himself while seeking to protect the population against the oppression of those
holding positions of command in his state.”"

The most active center of the Khalwatiyya in geographical Syria in the second quarter
of the nineteenth century was still Tripoli. Here two prominent deputies of Ahmad al-
Sawi closely cooperated: Mahmid al-Rafic (d. 1848), son of ‘Abd al-Qadir, and
Muhammad al-Jisr (1792-1845), who hailed from another local notable family with
Rifa affiliations. Though trained as ‘ulama’, both were ecstatic in their path, gaining the
epithets Abi ’I-Anwar and Abi ’l-Ahwal, the possessors of mystical lights and states,
respectively. After returning from Egypt around 1825, Rafi‘i and Jisr spread the tariga
along the Syrian coast, in ‘Akkar and in the holy places in Palestine, acquiring a vast
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number of disciples in many cities, especially Jaffa, Beirut, and Sidon.”” Their work was
complemented by that of Muhammad Rashid al-Migati (1783-1865), who acquired
numerous disciples in Tripoli itself. Miqati, as his name indicates, belonged to a family
that had held the post of timing (fawgit) in the central mosque. Unlike his colleagues, he
set out to Egypt at a relatively late age specifically to receive Sawi’s guidance. This led
him to another master, under whom Miqati completed the path in 1822.* As the mostly
anecdotal biographies of these three major Khalwati shaykhs of Tripoli imply, they
maintained good realtions with the Ottoman governors of the city, both before the Egyp-
tian occupation and after evacuation. On the other hand, coming from well-to-do fami-
lies, they were able to shun official posts and pensions and thus keep their independ-
ence. They were unable to exert any influence on Ibrahim Pasha and, after being impli-
cated in a revolt against him in 1834, Rafi‘7 and Jisr fled their city. Only the more cir-
cumspect Miqati was allowed to stay behind. A quarter of a century later, during the
civil strife of 1860, the aging Migati again showed his prudence in checking the mob
from attacking Christians.**

Less fortunate than Tripoli, Aleppo was largely devastated in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century both by its prolonged factional strife and by natural calamities. The
local deputy of Ahmad al-Sawi in the Khalwatiyya, Ahmad al-Tirmanini (1793-1876),
was therefore obliged to concentrate in his work on reviving religious learning rather
than on spreading the order. Tirmanini, like Ibrahim al-Hilali in the previous generation,
hailed from a religious family in the Aleppine countryside. His elder brother, Muham-
mad (1784-1834), studied at al-Azhar and then settled in Aleppo, where he dedicated
himself to teaching in the Umayyad mosque and to delivering legal opinions (iftd’) in the
local Shafiti school.”® Ahmad, who returned to Aleppo in 1827 and succeeded his
brother in his religious functions under the harsh Egyptian regime, differed from him
mainly in his strong ascetic disposition. He particularly avoided the company of gover-
nors and officials, though, as so often in the biographical compilations, they are said to
have approached him for blessing. Earning his livelihood, like the Hilalis, from trade, he
moreover kept his freedom to use the popular lessons he gave in the Umayyad mosque
to reprimand those in authority for oppressing the population, as well as the ‘ulama’, the
merchants, and the poor for their negligence, fraud, and idleness.?
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The most important development in the Sufi reformist activity at this period, how-
ever, was the introduction of a reinvigorated branch of the Nagshbandiyya order in Da-
mascus. The founder of this branch, Khalid al-Shahriztri (1776-1827), was an Iraqi
Kurd who traveled as far as Delhi to tread the path under the chief master of the most
orthodox and activist Nagshbandi sub-order, the Mujaddidiyya.”’” Founded in India at
the beginning of the seventeenth century, this sub-order encouraged its shaykhs to seek
influence with the Mughal rulers to safeguard the Muslim character of the country in the
face of Hindu numerical superiority. Their work acquired additional importance in the
next century, after the empire began to disintegrate rapidly, Delhi falling into the hands
of the British in 1803, seven years before Khalid arrived there.?® He returned home a
year later as a Nagshbandi master imbued with a strong sense of mission, dedicated to
preventing a similar fate from overtaking the Ottoman Empire. Introducing two major
innovations in the path he received — a concentrated form of dhikr and a rapid ordination
of disciples — Shaykh Khalid was able to create an efficient organization, and through it
to exert great influence not only in the Arab provinces in which he worked but even in
the highest echelons in Istanbul. Khalidi deputies supported Mahmud II in his move
against the Janissaries in 1826, the last obstacle to the restoration of the sultan’s absolute
rule, and stood behind the promulgation of the Giilhane Rescript by the young Abdiil-
mecid in 1839, the founding document of the Tanzimat reforms.”

Encountering growing difficulties in his work in Iraq, Shaykh Khalid decided to
move to Damascus in 1823, where he brought about a considerable religious awakening
among both ulama’ and common people. Khalid’s most faithful adherents in the city
were young men of religion hailing from local merchant families whose fortunes were
severely affected by the deteriorating law and order situation. They included the foun-
ders of the major reformist families of late Ottoman Damascus such as Ibn ‘Abidin, the
foremost Hanafi jurist of the time,’* Hasan al-Shatti, the leading Hanbali scholar in the
city,”! and Hasan al-Bitar, the shaykh’s representative in the southern quarter of the

¥ On the Nagshbandiyya in general see Hamid Algar, “A Brief History of the Nagshbandi Order,” in
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Midan.*? Khalid, however, refrained from appointing his Damascene disciples as depu-
ties, preferring instead to employ his companions from Iraq, and subsequently also a
local adherent from the provincial town of Hama, Muhammad al-Khani (1798-1862).
Basing himself in the southern Muradiyya mosque, Khani remained the only Khalidi
shaykh in Damascus after his master’s death and throughout the period of Egyptian rule.
He regarded himself as head of the entire order, though as an outsider his base in the
city remained always precarious, most of his deputies being foreigners. After the Otto-
man restoration Khani was obliged to share authority with Khalid’s brother, who settled
in Damascus under the new sultan’s patronage.”

In the four years he spent in Syria, until his untimely death in a plague in 1827,
Shaykh Khalid’s activity remained focused on Damascus. The disciples he attracted
from other parts of the country were mainly students of religion who had come to study
here rather than in Cairo. It is not clear whether Khalid appointed any of them as his
deputy. The most successful among these adherents was Ahmad al-Tizkili (1781-1867),
who acquired a considerable following among the ulama’ of Homs.** To his silsila be-
longed Muhammad al-Hamid, the leading ‘Glim of post-independence Hama, and Sa‘id
Hawwa, the foremost ideologue of the Muslim Brethren under Asad.*® Shaykh Khalid’s
principal adherent in Aleppo, Ahmad al-Hajjar (1776-1861), was initially a disciple of
Ibrahim al-Hilali, who had brought the Khalwatiyya to the city in the previous genera-
tion. Returning to Aleppo in the 1830s at the request of its inhabitants, Hajjar followed
his senior colleague, Ahmad al-Tirmanini, in dedicating his energies to the revival of
religious studies rather than to the fariga. Faithful to the Nagshbandi heritage, he dif-
fered from Tirmanini in seeking influence with the rulers and in his efforts to restore
abandoned mosques and schools.*® Khalid’s principal disciple in Tripoli, Ahmad al-
Urwadi (d. 1858), though a respected ‘alim, was unable to spread the order in this pre-
dominantly Khalwati city. A native of the small offshore island of Urwad, his base of
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power, like that of Khani in Damascus, was always precarious.”” Thus, in religio-
geographical terms, the result of Khalid’s work in Syria was to further divide the coun-
try into two main Sufi reformist spheres; one, the Naqshbandi, was centered in Damas-
cus and its provincial towns of Hama and Homs, and the other, Khalwati, radiated from
Tripoli along the coast and into Palestine, and was also predominant in Aleppo. On the
other hand, the expanded work of both the Nagshbandiyya and the Khalwatiyya in the
Syrian lands during the early Tanzimat period reflected, and was facilitated by, the
growing control of the provincial urban centers over their peripheries.

The 1850s marked another major shift in the history of the late Ottoman Empire, with
the turn of its government, now in the hands of the Sublime Porte, to the path of West-
ernization,”® and with the integration of its economy into the European-dominated world
market.”® In Syria, this double challenge brought about a parallel shift in the focus of the
Sufi reformist tendency, from the practical framework of the orders to theoretical formu-
lations within the Akbari theosophical tradition. The inspiration again came from out-
side, through the agency of Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaz&’ir1 (1807-1883), the leader of the
Muslim resistance to the French occupation of Algeria.*’ During his five years of captiv-
ity in France following his defeat in 1847, ‘Abd al-Qadir witnessed at first hand the
achievements of Western science, but also went through a grave spiritual crisis which
led him to the teaching of Ibn ‘Arabi. He consequently dedicated the rest of his life to
the mission of redefining the relationship between mysticism and rationalism, in an
effort to maintain the viability of Islam in the modern world. Through an experiential
interpretation of Ibn ‘Arabi’s teaching, ‘Abd al-Qadir called upon Muslims to appropri-
ate the rationalist-scientific approach of the West to their worldly affairs and to adopt a
tolerant attitude toward non-Muslims, particularly Christians, the leaders of the modern
experience.”!

7 Ahmad ibn Sulayman al-Urwadi, “al-‘Iqd al-farid fi ‘uluw al-asanid,” MS., Princeton University Library,

Yahuda Collection, 821, Garrett Collection, 793h, 1268/1851; Muhammad ibn Sulayman al-Baghdadi, al-
Hadiga al-nadiyya fi adab al-tariga al-nagshbandiyya wa’l-bahja al-khalidiyya. On the margin of ‘Uth-
man al-W#’ili al-Najdi, 4sfa al-mawarid min silsal ahwal al-imam Khalid, Cairo 1313/1895, 77; Muham-
mad al-Rakhawi, al-Anwar al-qudsiyya fi manaqib al-sada al-Nagshbandiyya, Cairo 1344/1925, 263-264;
Miqati, 31, 89; ‘Abd al-Hayy al-Kattani, Fihris al-faharis wa’l-athbat, 3 vols., 6™ ed., Beirut 1982-1986, 1,
125.

See especially Roderic H. Davison, Reform in the Ottoman Empire: 1856-1876, Princeton 1963.

3 Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy 1800-1914, New York and London 1993, 83-99.

# Of the immense literature on the life of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’iri most useful are Philippe d’Estailleur-
Chanteraine, L’Emir magnanime Abd-El-Kader le croyant, Paris 1959; Raphael Danziger, Abd al-Qadir
and the Algerian Resistance to the French and Internal Consolidation, New York and London 1977; and
the biography written by his son, Muhammad al-Jaza’iri, Tuhfat al-z&’ir fi tarikh al-Jaz&’ir wa’l-amir ‘Abd
al-Qadir, Beirut 1384/1964.

' Weismann, Taste of Modernity, 155-192. See also Michel Chodkiewicz, Emir Abd el-Kader: Ecrits spiri-
tuels, Paris 1982.
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‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’irl chose Damascus as his place of exile after his release, not
least because Ibn ‘Arabi’s tomb was located there. Arriving in 1855, he soon formed
around him an elite circle of disciples, which consisted of sons of Shaykh Khalid’s most
devoted adherents in the previous generation, as well as of the heads of the Algerian
community belonging to the North African Rahmani branch of the Khalwatiyya-
Bakriyya order.*” While the Algerian followers of ‘Abd al-Qadir continued to regard
him as their political and religious leader, his Damascene disciples joined him out of
disappointment with the religious leadership of the city, which had diverted the
Nagshbandi-inspired reforms of the early Tanzimat period to its own advantage. Promi-
nent among the local disciples were ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar (1837-1916) in the
Midan,” and Muhammad al-Khani the Younger (1831-1898) in the Muradiyya
mosque.** ‘Abd al-Qadir advised this religious vanguard to concentrate on its spiritual
mission rather than criticize the non-shari‘a basis of the Tanzimat reforms. On the other
hand, he encouraged his disciples to ally with the emerging layer of Muslim entrepre-
neurs who were engaged, in cooperation with the Christians whom they defended during
the 1860 riots, in the export of Syrian grain to the West.** ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar was
later to become the founder of the Salafi trend in Damascus. Among his Algerian col-
leagues were Ahmad al-Jaz&’iri,*® ‘Abd al-Qadir’s young brother, and Thir al-Jaza’iri,
whose father had been affiliated with the Rahmaniyya.*’

As in the case of Shaykh Khalid before him, and despite the much longer period he
spent in the country, nearly three decades, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’iri made little effort to
propagate his teaching outside Damascus. Nevertheless, reformist ‘ulama’ from other
cities of geographical Syria, which in 1864 was for the first time administratively
united under this name, were attracted to his views, those among them who studied in
Damascus actually joining his circle. This was particularly conspicuous in the coastal
cities. Thus in Tripoli ‘Abd al-Qadir’s sympathizers included ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Rafiq
(1816-1890), the leader of the third generation of this illustrious Khalwati family and

“2 On the Rahmaniyya order see Ahmad Nadir, “Les Ordres religieux et la conquéte frangaise,” Revue Alge-

riérienne des Sciences Juridiques 9 (1972), 822-825; Julia A. Clancy-Smith, Rebel and Saint: Muslim No-
tables, Populist Protest, Colonial Encounters (Algeria and Tunisia, 1800-1904), Berkeley and Los Ange-
les 1994, 39-91.

4 Bitar, Hilyat al-bashar, 1, 9-20 (written by the editor, Muhammad Bahjat al-Bitar); ‘Abd al-Hafiz al-Fasi,
MuSjam al-shuyitkh al-musamma riyad al-janna aw al-mudhish al-mutrib, 2 vols., Rabat 1350/1931, 1I,
69-70; Adham al-Jundi, A9am al-adab wa’l-fann, 2 vols., Damascus 1954-1958, I, 220-222.

4 Khani, al-Hada’iq al-wardiyya, 276-290; Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi, “Ta‘tir al-mashamm fi ma’athir Di-
mashq al-Sham,” MS. in possession of the author 1901, 22-24.

* Weismann, Taste of Modernity, 193-195.

Muhammad Muti‘ al-Hafiz and Nizar Abaza, Tarikh ‘ulama Dimashq fi °l-qarn al-rabi‘ ‘ashar al-hijri, 3

vols., Damascus 1986-1991, 1, 96-97; Qasimi, “Ta‘tir al-mashamm,” 65-71.

47 <Adnan Khatib, al-Shaykh Tahir al-Jaz@iri r&@’id al-nahda al-ilmiyya fi Bilad al-Sham wa-a‘lam min
khirriji madrasatihi, Cairo 1971, 91-92.
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the principal deputy of Muhammad Rashid al-Miqati.*® Rafii was later appointed to
Zaydi Yemen, where he became acquainted with the works of Ibn Taymiyya, the fore-
runner of the Salafiyya, and was probably the first ‘@/im to teach his works systemati-
cally in Syria.*” Even closer to ‘Abd al-Qadir was Mustafa al-Maghribi (1828-1886),
who was attracted to the amir’s circle while studying in Damascus. Officiating as gadi
in various Syrian cities, he was honored upon his return to Tripoli in 1878 with a seat
on the administrative council, but soon thereafter felt compelled to adopt an opposi-
tional stance towards the government.”® Mustafa was the father of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Maghribi, a prominent Salafi and close friend of Rashid Rida, who after the Ottoman
demise dedicated himself to the regeneration of the Arabic language.”’ From Tripoli
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jaz&’iri’s teaching was carried to Beirut, the new commercial capital
of the Syrian province, by Ibrahim al-Ahdab (1826-1891), a student of ‘Abd al-Ghani
al-Rafi‘t who moved there to become part of the local cultural renaissance (Nahda). A
gifted author and poet, Ahdab was appointed to the educational council of the city in
addition to his work as editor of the first Muslim paper in Syria, Thamardt al-Funiin.>
Further south, ‘Abd al-Qadir had close relations with Hasan al-Dajjani, a student of
Muhammad al-Jisr and head of a leading Khalwati family in Jaffa.”

There is no evidence in our sources for any direct influence of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Jaz®1ir1’s Akbari teaching in Aleppo, which remained the capital of its own separate
province. Here the young generation of men of religion gathered around another out-
sider and Sufi reformist, Husayn al-Bali of Gaza (1819-1855), a Nagshbandi adept and
littérateur whose views nevertheless largely corresponded to those of ‘Abd al-Qadir.>*

“  See his compilation and extension of his shaykh’s sayings in ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Rafi, Tarsi al-jawahir al-

makkiyya fi tazkiyat al-akhlaq al-murdiyya, Cairo 1884.

¥ Jazd’iri, Tuhfat al-z@ir, 623; al-Manar 21, 3 (1919), 157-160, 30, 1 (1929), 66-68; Nawfal, Tardjim ‘ula-
ma', 83-87; Jundi, Alam al-adab, 11, 301-302; Yusuf Alian Sarkis, MuSam al-matbi‘at al-‘arabiyya wa’l-
mu‘arraba, 2 vols., Cairo 1342-1347/1923-1929, 11, 923-924; Zayn, Tarikh Tarabulus, 493-495.

0 Hafiz and Abaza, Tarikh ‘ulama@ Dimashg, 111, 27-30; Sami Dahhan, Qudama wa-mu‘asiriin, Cairo 1961,
273; Zayn, 573-574.

' On him see especially Muhammad As‘ad Talas, Muhddarat ‘an al-shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghrib,
Cairo 1958.

52 Zaynab al-Qarit, al-Shaykh Ibrahim al-Ahdab: hayatuhu wa-mwallafatuhu, Tripoli 1981; Jurji Zaydan,
Tarajim mashahir al-sharq fi’l-qarn al-tasi‘ ‘ashar, 2 vols., Cairo 1910-1911, I, 151; Yasuf As‘ad Daghir,
Masadir al-dirasa al-adabiyya, Beirut n.d., 84-87; Jaza’irl, Tuhfat al-z&’ir, 873-875; Zayn, Tarikh Tarabu-
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* Our principal source of information on Husayn al-Ghazzi, Tabbakh, I'lam al-nubald’, VII, 281-285, states
that he was content with a short note since his son, Kamil al-Ghazzi, was writing a full biography.
Ghazzi’s biographical dictionary, however, which constituted the fourth volume of his encyclopedia of
Aleppo, is lost. For further details see also Gabriel Rabbath, “Notice sur la vie et les travaux du Sheikh
Kamel el-Ghazzy,” Revue Archéologique Syrienne, 3 (1933), 1-2; Ghazzi, Nahr al-dhahab, 1, 469, 11, 285;
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Imbibing his reformist zeal during his studies at al-Azhar, Bali encountered animosity in
his hometown and was forced to leave for Tripoli. From here he was invited in 1848 by
some leading Aleppine merchants to settle among them. Ghazzi, as he henceforward
became known, spent the last six years of his life in Aleppo, a period that saw the anti-
Christian riots of 1850, of which he disapproved.” In this short period he attracted a
large number of students and, like ‘Abd al-Qadir, an elect group of young reformist
ulamd@. Among his prominent adherents was Ahmad al-Kawakibi (1829-1882), father
of ‘Abd al-Rahman and the link of the entire group to the Hilali Khalwati zawiya.”
Thus, geographically speaking, Amir ‘Abd al-Qadir’s teaching, though directed at the
reformist elite, extended the religious influence of Damascus to Tripoli and other cities
included during the late Tanzimat period within the newly established province of Syria.
This and the apparent lack of connection between ‘Abd al-Qadir and Husayn al-Ghazzi,
his counterpart in Aleppo, once again demonstrated the co-relation between, and de-
pendence of, Sufi reformist patterns of diffusion and politico-administrative realities.

It was under the Hamidian regime of the 1880s that reformist men of religion in the
Syrian cities began to distance themselves from Sufism toward the Salafi ideas. Restor-
ing power to the palace, Abdiilhamid II, while accelerating the pace of modernization in
his empire, established an autocratic rule through the combined strategies of administra-
tive centralization under his own person and religious populism.”’” The Young Turks
used basically the same measures in establishing their authoritarian military regime after
the revolution of 1908.°® Faithful to the legacy of their predecessors, the emerging
Salafis continued to approve Ottoman state reforms in accordance with the Khalwati and
Nagshbandi teachings, as well as the growing application of Western-type rationalism as
prescribed by the Akbari theosophy. Yet they could not accept the harnessing to the
regime of popular Sufi shaykhs, and conservative ‘ulama’ in general, who lent religious
sanction to the autocracy of sultan and, following him, that of the Young Turk. The
reformists, meanewhile sought to carve for themselves a new autonomous space vis-a-
vis the state by reimagining the model of the pious forefathers, al-salaf al-salih, as based
on a consensual form of government and a rational type of religious deliberation (ijti-

had).
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The rise of Arabism in the last years of Abdiilhamid II’s rule and, more emphatically,
under that of the Young Turks, marked the growing awareness among graduates of the
modernized Ottoman school system of the ethnic aspect of state centralization. Taking
the Salafi notion of the exemplary forefathers a step further, the Arabists consequently
set out to forge, in pursuance of European models, their distinct nation on the basis of a
common culture, language, and history. These educated youths’ preference of a larger
Arab identity over the local sense of patriotism that had been developed in Syria in the
previous period of the late Tanzimat™ certainly reflected solidarity with comrades in the
other Arab provinces of the empire who shared their plight. It may also have signified
the failure of the mostly Christian notion of a Syrian fatherland to take among the Mus-
lim population. But, the adoption of Arabism in late Ottoman Syria also seems to have
been a perpetuation of the geographically determined patterns of diffusion that we have
discerned among the Sufi reformist movements of the preceding generations. Faced with
the dismantling of the Syrian province by Sultan Abdiilhamid during the 1880s,* the
new educated elite in the various cities of the country proved determined to follow their
religious antecedents in seeking inspiration and support from outside, rather than tran-
scend the re-imposed inner administrative divisions and join forces among themselves.
The search for an external focus of national identity became marked during World War
I, when the Arab cause was entrusted to the Sharif Husayn of Mecca. It continued to
characterize the Syrian political scene throughout the French Mandate period, when the
nationalist parties’ loyalties were divided between Transjordan and Iraq, and culminated
after independence in the rash union with Egypt in 1958. Paradoxically, it was only
under the rule of the pan-Arab Baath Party that Syria felt sufficiently unified to cau-
tiously assert a national identity all for itself.

% See the contribution of Fruma Zachs in this volume.
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