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Islam against the West: Shakib Arslan and the Campaign for Islamic Nationalism
by William L. Cleveland.Austin: Universityof TexasPress (ModernMiddle East Series,
No.10), 1985. Pp.xxii + 223.
As the author of this superb biography reminds us, Shakib Arslan, the 'Prince of
Eloquence', was a master of self-promotion. As a publicist and self-publicist, Arslan
kept his name in print by producing a journalistic and literary corpus of formidable
proportions: Cleveland estimates that he wrote 20 books and 2,000 articles. His
polemical periodical, La Nation arabe, had an avid readership in Europe, among
sympathizers and critics alike. And so it is all the more striking that Arslan should
have eluded thorough study in the West, which he made his battleground for Islamic
independence. Cleveland points to one explanation for this neglect: the Islamic unity
championed by Arslan was defeated by secular nationalism. His efforts were spent
in vain, earning him posthumous obscurity. To this one must add the unwillingness
of Arslan's family to permit access to his voluminous papers. Even Arslan's Arab
biographers,who were competentbut nevercritical, failed to win their full co-operation.
So did Cleveland, who was told in 1974 by Mayy Junbalat, nee Arslan, that her father's
papers had been sent off to Morocco, where they languish in government custody.
To write a subject's life without his papers is an enterprise fraught with danger. Yet
Clevelandhas met the documentarychallengewith such resourcefulnessthat one doubts
whether a radically different truth could ever emerge from Arslan's own papers. Their
concealment has now become all the more pointless.
Shakib Arslan was a man of one vocation and many careers. Born in 1869 to a
powerful Druze family in the Lebanese Shuf, he might have anticipated a long career
as chief of a clan, defending the interests and honor of his kin and folk, and rallying
them to arms wheneverpersuasionfailed. This is preciselythe role of Arslan's grandson,
Walid Junbalat, who today guides the small Druze community of Lebanon in and out
of confrontations with various militias, states, and world powers. Arslan did try his
hand at chieftainship, mostly out of a sense of noblesse oblige. But his education,
eloquence, and literary ability cultivated within him a sense of mission too ambitious
ever to find satisfaction in the services of his sect. Arslan was touched at a precocious
age by Afghani and Abduh, and drank from the literary fountains of Istanbul and
Cairo while still a youth. In this heady world of ideas, he learned the dimensions of
Islam's crisis, and fixed upon the Ottoman Empire as the last bulwark against the
subjugationof Islamdom to an insatiableWest. As the nineteenthcenturyclosed, Arslan
chose as his vocation the defense of all Islam, becoming a fiercely patriotic Ottoman
and a cosmopolitan pan-Islamist.
Cleveland adroitly sets the scene for that most fateful of Arslan's choices: his
support for the Ottoman Empire's entry into a world war that would destroy it and
send Arslan into permanentexile. Few Arabs renderedas many servicesto the Ottoman
war party and its German ally as Arslan. His belligerent ardor was matched only by
his contempt for those who plotted with the British to foment Arab revolt. A romantic
intellectual without a dash of military judgement, Arslan adored the reckless Enver,
whom he continued to serve after final defeat, during Enver's ill-fated exile in Berlin
and Moscow. Enver's demise cut Arslan adrift. In the prime of his own life, Arslan
saw his empire divided, his military idols smashed, his homeland occupied by a foreign
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power. In his determined defense of Islam, he would have to draw up a new personal
order of battle. While others continued the struggle on native soil, Arslan chose to
pamphleteer on colonialism's doorstep, in Switzerland between the two world wars.
It is here that Cleveland's sources become rich and his narrative vivid. Arslan took
it upon himself to represent the Arabs before the League of Nations, and especially
before the League's Permanent Mandates Commission. He held his formal brief from
the fractiousSyro-PalestinianCongress, but actuallyansweredto no one in his campaign
against the French and British mandates. He soon became a tremendous nuisance.
Arslan bombarded the Mandates Commission with petitions, attended meetings of
assorted oppressed peoples, hosted known agitators in his home, and published his
views in any journal which would print them. Police and intelligence files bearing his
name grew thick with reports of his doings and his intercepted mail. Cleveland makes
thorough use of this material, particularly the files of the Swiss, who were compelled
by French pressure to keep a close watch on Arslan's activities. With Arslan's publication of LaNation arabe, beginning in 1930, his views found a regularand influential
outlet, adding still more to his fame and notoriety.
Cleveland argues convincingly against the claim of Arslan's Arab biographers that
Arslan embraced Arab nationalism during this period, and narrowed the aim of his
campaignto Arab independence.In fact, thereis overwhelmingevidence for a deepening
of Arslan's interestand involvement in the wider struggleof all Muslims against foreign
rule. Arslan never made the full passage to Arabism, but formulated an all-embracing
Islamic nationalism, which included but transcended the Arab cause. La Nation arabe
was misleadingly titled, for it carried dozens of articles on subjects remote from Arab
concerns then and now.
It must remain an open question whether this unwillingness to give some focus to
his struggle enhanced or diminished its effect. Arslan came to exercise a vast influence
in North Africa, and tirelesslysought support in the wider Muslim world for the defense
of Islam's western flank. This campaign reached its apex with his famous agitation
against the Berberdahir, and much of Arslan's later reputation he owed to his success
in exciting the Arab East over this dire threat to Islam in Morocco. On the other hand,
he sank nearly as much effort into the cause of the Balkan Muslim minorities, whose
plight failed to fire the imagination of wider Islam. But for Cleveland, this Islamic
nationalism is important as evidence for the underlying continuity of Arslan's values
and beliefs, which made him a man of unvarying principle and integrity. He was no
precursor, but he did reformulate the familiar message of Islamic solidarity in a rich
language that many Muslims found inspiring.
Still, Arslan did not attempt to reformulate Islam itself, a point which Cleveland
rightly underlines. Why this hesitation, in a man whose outspoken opinion knew no
other limits? Cleveland suggests that Arslan lacked an interest in theology. But to this
one must add Arslan's own awarenessthat his very standingas a believerwas not beyond
question. It is not clear whether Arslan remained in any sense a Druze, having declared
quite early that he regardedhimself a Muslim like all Muslims. Even so, he was schooled
in a climate of religious relativism, and was deeply influenced by radical reformers
and freethinkers. Cleveland makes allowance for these influences in describing how
Arslan presented Islam to others, but is too wary of his evidence to ask whether Arslan
genuinely believed in Islam as religious logic. Did Arslan need the crutch of personal
belief? In a chapter on Arslan's view of tradition, Cleveland seems poised to answer,
but he chooses not to leap into the void, and one is left to draw the conclusion that
Arslan was satisfied with his claim that modernity and belief could be reconciled. But
if evidence for religious doubt ever comes to light, as it did when Afghani and his papers
became the object of critical scrutiny by scholars, the careful reader of this biography
will not be surprised.Cleveland has warnedus that Arslan preferredto leave the defense
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of Islamas a theologicalsystemto others.WhenArslanwroteof Islam,he meantto
evoke a sense of group solidaritywhich could inspire mass resistanceto foreign
encroachment. Religion was useful since it strengthened that solidarity, and infused

it withpower.Thisis a positionwhichhas beenreconciledas often withagnosticism
as with belief, and it is interestingthat Clevelandoffers no commenton the degree
of Arslan'spersonalpiety. Fromthis account,it wouldseemthat politicalintegrity,
not religiouspiety, was Arslan'sstrongsuit.
Yet how did he maintainthis integritywhenfacedwiththe needto raisefundsfor
his work?Subsidieskept Arslanafloat duringtheseyears,and he becameindebted
to many patrons. All of them had political aspirations,regardedhim as a good
investment,andexpecteda returnon theirmoney.Clevelandis quiterightin determining
that Arslan could not be bought by such subsidies.But Arslan becameexpertin
misleadinghis patronsto believethat he could.
AbbasHilmiII, oneof Arslan's
withtheex-Khedive
ConsiderArslan'srelationship
most importantpatronsbetween1922and 1931.Therecan be no doubtthat Abbas
wantedto use Arslanto build supportfor his bid for the throneof an independent
Syria.Arslanknewit. ButClevelandmaintainsthatit wasAbbaswhodeceivedArslan,
byconcealinghis trueambitionsfor closeto a decade.HereClevelandhasreliedupon
Arslan'sown publishedapologia, which, like all of Arslan'saccountsof his ties to
patrons,smacksof self-justification.No addedcredibilityis lent to this accountby
its appearancein Arslan'slettersto RashidRida (releasedyearsago for publication
not by Arslan'sfamilybutby Rida'sheirs).Truthin theselettersis twistedby the fact
that ArslandreadedRida'smoraljudgementeven morethan publicridicule.Theirs
infused
wasnotsimplytheintimatefriendshipdescribedbyCleveland,buta relationship
with moraland religioustension, and worthyof deep analysis.
For an accurateimpressionof Arslan'srelationshipwith Abbas, one must turn
elsewhere,to file 118of the AbbasHilmiPapersin DurhamUniversityLibrary.This
file, whichsomehoweludedCleveland,containssome 300 pagesof Arslan'sletters
vain
to Abbas,andherethepicturebecomesclear.Arslanencouragedtheex-Khedive's
ambitionin a masterfulway, leadinghis patronto believethatArslanwoulddeclare
himselffor Abbas - whenthe rightmomentcame.WhenAbbasfinallymadehis bid
in 1931, and Arslanwas called upon to returnintereston Abbas's investment,he
naturallydefaulted.The relationshipended.Abbascould neverhaveownedArslan,
butArslanintentionallyled him into thinkinghe could, an Arslanianrusewhichthe
'Princeof Eloquence'would employwheneverit suitedhim.
Abd al-Aziz Ibn Saud also extendedhis patronageto Arslan, and Cleveland
accuratelydescribesthemanywaysin whichArslanexaltedthenewking,by publishing
praiseof IbnSaud'sregimeat everyturn.Clevelandtendsto regardArslan'sattachment
to IbnSaudas a completedevotion,inspiredby theArabianmonarch'sIslamicfervor
andmartialprowess.Arslanwasso enamoredof hishero,claimsCleveland,thatArslan
favoredIbnSaudas headof a possibleconfederationof Syria,Iraq,andArabia,and
Clevelandquotesa letterto Rida in 1931in whichArslandeclaredthat 'I preferno
one over Ibn Saud, not even Faysal'.
Not even Faysal?Arslan'sdeclarationto Rida that he preferredIbn Saud came
in a letterwrittento persuadeRidathatFaysalshouldhavethethrone;it wasa rhetorical
flourish,meantto disarmRida'sobjections.In fact, Arslan'swell-knownflirtation
withFaysalin the early1930sled Ibn Saudto cut off Arslancompletely.ThisArslan
revealedin a letterwhichhe wrotesomeyearslaterto HajjAminal-Husayni(preserved
in a collectiondescribedbelow). WhenArslanvisitedFaysalduringthe latter'sstay
in Bernein 1931,Arslanurgedhimto unifySyriaandIraqunderonethrone,on which
Faysalwouldsit. 'Youneedn'tpromoteyourself',Arslantold Faysal.'Wewillhandle
the promotion'.WhenIbn Saudgot wind of Arslan'srole in a schemewhichwould
This content downloaded from 94.159.243.73 on Thu, 21 Aug 2014 22:29:49 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

532

MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

havegreatlystrengthenedhis rival, 'I lost all my standingwith him', wroteArslan,
'andhe cut off relationswithme. I hadreceivedheavysubventionsfromhimbecause,
thetruthbe told, he wasgenerousto an extreme.And all thiswaslost becauseI called
for the unificationof Syriaand Iraq;that is, I put generalArab interestsbeforemy
personalinterests'.KhaldunS. Husryhas publishedthe gist of a remarkableletterby
Arslan,in whichhe actuallytriedto convinceIbn Saud that Faysal'soccupancyof
a combinedSyrian-Iraqithronewas in Ibn Saud's best interest!Ibn Saud understandablycould not follow this sort of logic, and shut off the moneysupply.With
the failureof the confederationplan, IbnSaudrelented,but Arslanadmittedthathe
neveragainenjoyedthe samestandingwith Ibn Saud as before.
The episodeconfirmedhow little personaldevotionArslanfelt, even to his most
generouspatron.To advancehissacredcause,he neededthesupportof morepowerful
men,andbrilliantlyled themto believetheycouldguaranteehis loyaltythroughtheir
patronage.Theyinevitablyfelt cheatedin the end. Muchmore remainsto be done
in exploringArslan'sallianceswithMuslimrulers,for theyresembleAfghani'sin their
complexityand volatility.
Arslan's
Clevelandhas workedfroma moresubstantialdossierin reconstructing
mostdangerousliaisons,withNaziGermanyandFascistItaly.If theBritishandFrench
wereto be oustedfromMuslimlands,popularresistancewouldneversuffice.Arslan
had seen popularrevoltsput down time and again. On his own initiative,he sought
an alliancewithgreatbutdisinterestedEuropeanpowers,whowouldguaranteeArab
and Muslimindependencein returnfor Arab and Muslimsupportin the event of a
generalwar.ClevelandhasdrawnuponofficialGermanandItalianarchivesto follow
betweenArslanandtheAxis
thediplomaticdancewhichproducedtheunderstanding
powers.
Obviously,Arslan'sserviceswereneededmoreby ItalythanGermany,sinceItaly,
colonizerof Libya, hardlyhad the imageof a disinterestedpowerin Muslimeyes.
Arslan'scampaignto castItalyin a favorablelight(forwhichtheItaliansshowedtheir
appreciationby occasionaldonations)openedArslanto severecriticism,evenby his
admirers.ButArslanwouldnot relent.Throughhis dealingswithMussolini,he had
ambitionscouldhelpto ridtheregionof theBritish
concludedthatItaly'sMediterranean
andFrench.Oncethatendhadbeenachieved,Germanycouldbe relieduponto check
theItaliancolonialimpulse.Withthisin mind,Arslanassiduouslycultivatedold friends
in the GermanForeignOffice, who thoughtit useful to hearhim out from time to
time.Thoseof his coreligionistswho couldnot fathomthe geniusof thisscheme,and
so accusedArslanof sellinghimselffor a few lire, becamehis worstenemies.Under
the hail of theircriticism,Arslanbecameobsessedwith the defenseof his personal
of Arslan'sliaisonswithadmirable
integrity.Clevelandtreatsthismostcompromising
insightandsensitivity,concludingthatArslanagainactedon principles,whichhe again
followedstraightinto disaster.
It wasArslan'slastshredof soundjudgementwhichkepthis feet firmlyon neutral
Swisssoil duringthewar.Failinghealthandforceof habitalso madea moveto Berlin
or Rome unthinkable.But the Swiss authoritieshad becomestrictwith him. They
bannedpublicationof La Nation arabe,and informedArslanthat he would not be
readmittedif he left thecountry.Clevelandshowsus an ailingandfrustratedold man,
slidinginto debt and bereftof real influence.
It mayprovepossibleto modifythisassessmenton the basisof a sourcewhichwas
beyond Cleveland'sken and reach when he conductedhis research:the complete
to HajjAminal-Husayniin Berlinexile.
collectionof Arslan'swartimecorrespondence
TheAmericansfoundtheseletterswiththeMufti'sotherpapersin Austria,wherehe
had abandonedthem duringhis flight from fallen Germany.The IsraeliForeign
Ministryhadthepapersmicrofilmedin theirentiretymanyyearsago, andthematerials
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werefinallydepositedin the IsraelStateArchivesin 1984.Thecollectioncontains370
pagesof correspondence
fromArslanto theMufti,conveyedviatheGermandiplomatic
pouch.
Herewe haveArslan'srunningcommentary
on thecourseof thewar,andhistireless
admonitionsto theMuftito pursuethisor thatlineof politicalaction.Arslanexercised
an elderlymentor'sinfluenceoverthe Mufti, who keptArslangoingwithoccasional
subventions.Theselettersalso provideevidence,whichClevelandfoundlacking,for
the wartimeappearanceof La Nationarabe.By 1943,four issueshadbeenpublished
in co-operationwith the GermanForeignOffice. After an interruption,the journal
reappearedin 1944in Budapest,the productof the same collaboration.According
to Arslan,theperiodicalcarriedmanyarticleson suchsubjectsas Muslimco-operation
with the Axis powersand the 'plots of the Jews'. If a set of the wartimeLa Nation
arabecouldbe located,this would representa majorcontributionto understanding
Arslan'sself-appointed
roleas anAxispropagandist.
Cleveland'sconclusionthatArslan
publishedverylittleduringthe warmustalreadybe revised.Arslan'slettersrelatethat
one of the journal'swartimeissuesran to 100 pages, and that he wroteceaselessly,
despitehis doctor'sadviceagainstsuch mentalexertions.
In concludingthis balancedand elegantportraitof a controversiallife, Cleveland
choosesto regardArslan'slast few yearsuntilhis deathin 1946as tragic.Arslanwas
'impoverished,
ill, andignored',andSwisspolicereports'revealedan agingmanliving
apartfrom his wife and son in a residencehotel, passingthe days in tearoomswith
his newspapers,seeingfew visitorsotherthan his son, and spendingan inordinate
hisbank'.So heappearedfroma distance,to thoseassigned
amountof timefrequenting
to tailhim.Butin a letterto theMufti,welearnof aninnerreflectionwhichgaveArslan
satisfactionduringhis last years. His enemieshad 'died in my lifetime... I take no
maliciousjoy in death, for I will die as they did. But God madeallowancefor me,
thatI mightwitnessthedeathsof thosewhoincitedaggressionandmadeslanderagainst
me'. A strangethoughtin whichto find tranquility,and a strangerone to committo
writing;but perhapsnot, for a Druzechieftain.
MARTIN KRAMER

Egypt Under the Khedives 1805-1879 by F. Robert Hunter. Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 1984. Pp. 283 incl. notes, bibliography and index. $27.95.
This is a thorough and systematic study of the foundation of a modern state structure
in Egypt. It concentrates on the creation by the Viceroy Muhammad Ali (1805-49)
of a centralized system of personal rule ('household government'), and its gradual
transformation by his successors into a more elaborate bureaucratic administration
that was later extended and refined further by the Europeans and the British.
In presentingthis political-administrativehistory of Egypt in the nineteenth century,
the author addresses several main themes which characterize the evolution of modern
Egypt. One is the formation of the New Order, or the New State, under Muhammad
Ali. Another encompasses the changes in this New Order introduced by Muhammad
AR's successors - and particularlyKhedive Ismail (1863-69) - in their quest for more
revenue,theirpursuitof economic growth and modern development, and their desperate
attempts to hold at bay the mounting European interference in and control of their
affairs. These objectives required, in turn, the creation of a bureaucratic elite whose
members were recruited largely from native Egyptians, more precisely, a new breed
of native Egyptians. The latter were the products of the state's modern (secular) school
system, includinga small numberamong them who had pursuedfurtherlegal, linguistic,
scientific, technical and military studies in Europe on one of the state's educational
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