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PREFACE

“If a scheme on these principles could be carried into effect, it would be
the greatest event ever known in the annals of Mohammedan history.”

—Shaykh Mustafa al-Maraghi,
on his congress proposal of 1915.

LATE IN THE last century, Muslims, separated by distance, lan-
guage, and history, first thought to make their world whaole by assem-
bling in congress. The expansion of the West into Muslim lands awak-
ened within Muslims a shared sense of subjugation. Then steamer, rail,
and telegraph made possible an animated discourse among Muslim cen-
ters linked in the past by tenuous ties. From this exchange emerged a
loose network of Muslim cosmopolitans, men of common conviction
who shared a critique of the West, and a vision of a revitalized Islam.
After numerous failed initiatives, they finally did meet in an irregular
succession of Muslim congresses between the two world wars. These
were the earliest occasions on which Muslims, assembled from various
parts of the Muslim world, discussed and resolved on issues of common
concern. They were perhaps the broadest attempt by a group of subject
peoples to ward off the West.

The uneasy first encounters made fitful progress. The earliest practical
proposals, and then the congresses themselves, emerged and disappeared
in rapid succession. They followed one another in no sequential order,
and they bore no formal relationship to one another. Many hands were
at work, often at cross-purposes, and no renowned individual made his
name synonymous with the broken string of congresses. The initiative
moved from continent to continent, and the action unfolded not only
in Mecca, Cairo, and Jerusalem, but in the unlikely settings of Moscow,
Geneva, and Tokyo. So scattered was the evidence that no attempt was
made to study Muslim congresses in an integrated fashion, to weigh
them against one another, and to measure their cumulative effects. Some
of the leading contemporary Islamicists—Massignon, Gibb, Hartmann—
believed that the advent of the congresses was a significant development
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in Islam, but the appreciations which they published were brief and
tentative.! The passage of time has made possible a comprehensive
study, based upon sources which were beyond the reach of contem-
poraries. My method has been to trace the congress idea through its
early evolution, to examine the first and largely unsuccessful initiatives,
and to assess the congresses convened between the two world wars.
My purpose has been to establish the persistence of Muslim attachment
to the political concept of a united Islam, even as Muslim empire and
caliphate waned.

As the West began to divest itself of its Muslim possessions, and
Muslim peoples achieved independence, the congress movement lost
much of its appeal. It is here that I have drawn the account to a close,
with an examination of the activities of the leading Muslim cosmo-
politans during the last world war. The later revival of the congresses
as diplomatic arenas for independent Muslim states occurred in a very
different world, and warrants a very different approach. But here I am
concerned with how an idea circulated by Muslims of radical political
and religious persuasions first won general acceptance, and how it fared
when first put into practice, for the most part by statesmen without
states. It is a study of first encounters, of the moments when Muslims
first equated the sheer expanse of Islam with political power in the
modern world.

I have striven to present a cosmopolitan appraisal, as informed about
the expansive world of Muslim activism as were the Muslim cosmo-
politans themselves. For the congresses soon proved larger than they
appeared. Their effects were felt in parts of the Muslim world far re-
moved from the center of initiative. To study those effects, I have had
to venture across the boundaries established to divide the Muslim world
for the convenience of foreign scholarship. This has led me at times
through unfamiliar terrain. And so I am particularly indebted to those
whose own cosmopolitan knowledge of Muslim history served for me
as a guide. I owe much to Professor Bernard Lewis, who supervised this
study through an earlier incarnation as a Princeton University doctoral
dissertation. I have never succeeded in exhausting his store of knowl-
edge, references, and anecdotes on this or any Muslim subject. And he
has given me ample opportunity to try.

Parts of the manuscript were read and commented upon by Professors
Benedict Anderson, Shaul Bakhash, L. Carl Brown, William Cleveland,
Charles Issawi, and Edward Lazzerini, and I thank them all. A constant
companion of this work has been Professor Itamar Rabinovich, now my
colleague at Tel Aviv University, who first set my sights on the Muslim
congresses, and followed with countless encouragements. To the various
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archivists and librarians from whose collections I cite, I am most in-
debted. For special courtesies, I wish to offer special thanks to the Right
Hon. Viscount Knebworth for permission to examine the Oriental cor-
respondence of Wilfred Scawen Blunt, at the West Sussex County and
Diocesan Record Office; to the Mohamed Ali Foundation and the Keeper
of Oriental Books at the Durham University Library, for permission to
consult the Abbas Hilmi II Papers; to Dr. Muhammed “Amira, Chief
Librarian of the Azhar Mosque Library, for permission to study the files
of the Cairo caliphate congress; to Mr. Abu al-Futuh Hamid “Awda,
Director of the Archives of the Presidency of the Republic in Cairo, for
permission to examine the Egyptian royal archives; to Mr. Daniel Bour-
geois of the Swiss Federal Archives, for his kind assistance; to Mr.
Yitzhak Oron, Director of Research at the Israeli Foreign Ministry, for
permission to study the wartime papers of Hajj Amin al-Husayni; to
the French Embassy in Cairo, for permission to consult the Embassy
post records; to Dr. P. A. Alsberg, Director of the Israel State Archives,
for providing Arabic documentation concerning the Jerusalem congress;
and to the staff of the India Office Records, for exceptional efforts on
my behalf.

The initial research was made possible through grants from the Prince-
ton Program in Near Eastern Studies, the United States Information
Service through the American Research Center in Egypt, and the Ben-
Gurion Fund. For the opportunity to revise and publish the work, I
acknowledge with gratitude the support of the Bronfman Program for
the Study of Jewish-Arab Relations.

I am also grateful for kind acts of hospitality to Professor Shimon
Shamir and the Israeli Academic Center in Cairo, and to Paulette and
David Spiro of Princeton. It was my good fortune that Leslie Bialler of
Columbia University Press undertook to copy-edit the manuscript. Edna
Liftman guided the book past treacherous bureaucratic shoals. Then
there is my wife Sandra, who learned that scholarship somehow does
qualify as work, and then made the decisive contribution.

Transliteration has proved a thorny problem in a work which includes
names and terms drawn from most major Muslim languages. My ap-
proach has been to avoid unsightly Arabicization in transliterating other
Muslim languages, and to omit diacriticals and vowel quantities. In this
manner, I hope to satisfy even readers who reach this book from opposite
ends of the Muslim world, with their own conventions of transliteration.
Within each Muslim language, my method has been simplified but
consistent, and its principles will be readily evident to the specialist.
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THE COSMOPOLITAN MILIEU
Pan-Islamic Ideals

THE EXPANSION of the West into Muslim lands redefined for
Muslim peoples the meaning of universal community. Before modern
times, those conflicts which separated Muslims, whether on sectarian
or political grounds, were waged by all sides with the confidence and
intolerance of total conviction. The most enduring of these struggles, a
contest which loomed nearly as large in Muslim historical consciousness
as that between Muslim and Christian, divided Sunni and Shi<. From
the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, Ottoman and Crimean armies
waged periodic wars against the Safavids and their successors which,
for sheer ferocity, rivaled any contemporary Ottoman engagement with
the Christian foe in Europe. During these confrontations, Ottoman
ulama went so far as to declare that Safavid domains were not Muslim,
and were legally indistinguishable from the territories of hostile Chris-
tendom. On their part, Safavid rulers actively sought alliances with
Christian powers against their common Ottoman adversary. The sup-
posed waste represented by this conflict held a great attraction for
nineteenth-century Muslim moralists, familiar with a far more dynamic
brand of Western military, commercial, and cultural activity. In 1881,
the Young Ottoman journalist and novelist Namik Kemal (1840-1888)
published a historical novel entitled Cezmi, set in the morass of late-
sixteenth-century conflict between Safavid Iran and the Ottoman-Cri-
mean league. The author has the brother of the Crimean Khan Mehmed
Giray II fall in love with the daughter of Shah Tahmasp. Together they
discuss the unity of Islam, and the joining of the three great neighboring
polities against their shared Christian foe. The story reaches a climax
of jealousy and murder, in the romantic style which so influenced Ke-
mal’s literary productions.!

The same retrospective fascination was evoked by the attempt to
enforce an exchange between Sunni and Shi< in 1743, at the insistence
of Nadir Shah. In the midst of his military campaign against the Ot-
tomans in Iraq, the Shah summoned the Sunni scholar “Abdallah ibn
Husayn al-Suwaydi of Baghdad, and lamented that accusations of unbe-
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lief (kufr) were exchanged among the Muslims of his kingdom. The
ulama were to offer proofs for their mutual vilifications in an open
forum. “Abdallah relates that he presided at Najaf over a two-day gath-
ering of Shi< and Sunni ulama from throughout Nadir Shah’s realm.?
About seventy participants were from Iran; among the Sunnis, appar-
ently all Hanafis, were eight Afghans and seven Uzbeks. The Iranian
ulama finally signed a document in which they agreed to abandon the
cursing of the first three caliphs in their Friday sermon (khufba), and
the Afghan and Uzbek ulama affirmed in writing that they recognized
the Shicis as Muslims constituting one of the sects (firag) of Islam. Subtle
coercion was involved in the extraction of this brief reconciliation. When
“Abdallah went to a mosque in Kufa on Friday to hear the blessing of
the caliphs in the Shi< sermon, he was certain that the sermonizer meant
an insult to the caliph “Umar by vowelling a letter of his name incor-
rectly.? But this did not dampen the nineteenth-century Muslim impulse
to romanticize the conciliatory efforts of Nadir Shah.

The modern Muslim interest in this and other attempts to moderate
sectarian conflict was prompted by the continued animosity between
Sunni and Shii. The orientalist E. G. Browne gave anecdotal expression
to the durability of this hostility:

The antipathy between Turk and Persian is profound, and, in my opinion,
indestructable, and is both national and religious. A dervish at Khuy, in
North-West Persia, boasted to me that he and some of his fellow-dervishes
had accompanied the Russian army during the Russo-Turkish War, and
aided the Russian arms by their prayers. I need not say that I do not
ascribe the victory of the Russians entirely to this cause; and I daresay
that the whole story was a figment of the dervish’s fertile imagination,
and that he was never near the seat of war at all; but that is neither here
nor there: I merely refer to the incident as indicating how little sympathy
exists between the Persians and the Turks on religious grounds.*

It was only the acceleration of Russian expansion at both Ottoman
and Iranian expense that diminished this rooted hostility. During Iran’s
constitutional revolution, a period marked by Russian encroachments
on Iranian territory, the Shi<i religious authorities resident in Iraq forged
an alliance with Ottoman authorities against Muhammad “Ali Shah and
Russian expansion. A number of the most esteemed Iranian Shi<i ulama
met in Baghdad where they issued a proclamation calling for close
cooperation between the Ottoman and Iranian states. “The complete
union of Muslims, the preservation of the seed of Islam, the preservation
of Islamic nations, Ottoman and Persian, against the enterprises of for-
eign nations and attacks of outside powers—on all these points, we are
in accord. . . . We announce to the entire Persian nation that it is an
obligation to have confidence in the Ottoman nation, and to offer it
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aid, so that it may conserve its independence, protect its territory, and
preserve its frontiers from invasion by foreigners.”®> Even E.G. Browne
no longer thought the old antipathy insurmountable, and chastised those
who did: “Even those who think they know about the East cannot or
will not believe that an enfente between Sunnis-Shias is possible, whereas
it is now practically a faif accompli, since the formal joint manifesto issued
by the ulama of both parties at Baghdad. I know this not only from
the Persian papers but from private letters from well-informed quarters
in Kerbala too.””®

This reconciliation, short-lived though it proved to be, represented
the most striking example of the unifying potential of reaction to West-
ern expansion. Divisions between Muslims diminished, however briefly,
before the greater challenge of foreign encroachment, as the great Mus-
lim empires lost influence, then territory, to an ascendant West. By the
late nineteenth century, reformers could posit the existence of an almost
universal Muslim predicament, one of subjugation to the West, and
they held that discord within the community of believers was partly
to blame for their own tribulations. The affective affinity of Muslims
on the plane of theory was not sufficient. What was required now was
effective solidarity.

The Muslim congress responded to the disorientation caused by the
nineteenth-century expansion of the West into Muslim lands. The
search for a remedy in the technique of assembly tapped the self-
indicting conviction that Muslims had invited Western conquest and
influence by their own discord, and had squandered their resources in
internecine warfare while Christendom waxed.” But the congress was
only one of several techniques that competed for the attention of those
seeking to defend Muslims against the consequences of their own di-
visions. And the reception of this technique was affected by another
response to the impact of the West: intensified attachment to the in-
stitution of the Ottoman caliphate and the person of the Ottoman
sultan-caliph.

From a narrowly academic point of view, the Ottoman claim to the
universal caliphate was not impeccable, and was vulnerable on the point
of Qurashi descent. But the failure of the Ottomans to meet this re-
quirement led even rigorous jurists not to a rejection of the Ottoman
claim, but to suspension of the requirement, particularly within the
Ottoman Empire. There, Muslim jurists and theologians, not to exclude
the Arabic-speakers among them, withheld criticism and maintained the
legitimacy of the Ottoman claim.? Dissenting voices were nearly in-
audible, and were confined to a few remote provinces. The theory of
the caliphate as circulated in the Ottoman Empire contained hardly an
allusion to Qurashi descent and election, and substituted the enforce-
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ment of the holy law and the militant defense of Islam as valid criteria
for measurement of any claim to the Muslim caliphate.® The Ottomans
fulfilled both of these obligations to the satisfaction of many jurists
among their subjects, for whom the Ottoman state and dynasty con-
stituted the only firm bulwark against total subjugation to the rule of
foreigners.

A different question was whether that caliphate was universal,
whether the Ottoman caliph was the suzerain of Muslims over whom
he was not sovereign. The case for the universal validity of the Ottoman
caliphate was not wholly contrived, and had circulated some three
hundred years before its reassertion in the nineteenth century. The great
Muslim prestige enjoyed by the Ottoman state as early as the sixteenth
century was a consequence of the Ottoman role as diffusor of firearms
and technologies current in Europe to Muslim peoples threatened by
Portuguese, Russian, or Iranian expansion.'® This is in clearest evidence
in the example of sixteenth-century Ottoman military aid to the Mus-
lims of Atjeh, then under Portuguese pressure. Accounts in Indonesian,
Turkish, and Portuguese sources establish that the Ottomans were pur-
suing broad recognition of their caliphate even at this early date. From
these sources, it appears that Atjehnese Muslims were prepared to accept
nominal Ottoman suzerainty and accord the title of universal caliph
(khalifat allah fPl-ard) to the Ottoman sultan, in exchange for material
aid.

The Ottoman admiral Seydi Ali Reis also advanced the universal
claims of his sovereign at the Mughal court of Humayun, then also
under Portuguese naval pressure, and these claims were received fa-
vorably. Humayun’s successor Akbar also employed the title of universal
caliph in addressing the Ottoman sultan.!? A third sixteenth-century
example survives in Ottoman correspondence with Malik Idris of Bornu,
in which a letter to Idris from the Ottoman sultan again advanced a
universal claim, along with an implicit promise of firearms.'* Sixteenth-
century recognition of this early Ottoman pretension was the conse-
quence of a desire among Muslims elsewhere to share or benefit from
superior Ottoman military technology and power. The claim to general
suzerainty of the Ottoman caliphs over Muslims beyond the Ottoman
Empire dates from that earlier century of crisis.

The reassertion of the Ottoman claim in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century, and its recognition by Muslims beyond the empire,
thus rested upon assumptions that were not wholly of modern man-
ufacture.* What initially appeared to Muslims as a repetition of that
sixteenth-century challenge evoked a response patterned along earlier
precedent. Once again, Muslims in Central Asia, Sumatra, and India
embraced the Ottoman sultan as their caliph. In the nineteenth century,
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as in the sixteenth, the Ottoman state remained the strongest Muslim
power; as in the sixteenth century, Muslims threatened by an expanding
West were anxious to exchange professions of allegiance for whatever
military, diplomatic, or moral aid the Ottomans could spare them.
Sultan Abdiilaziz (r.1861-1876) reasserted the Ottoman claim to the
caliphate as a response to the entreaties of these besieged Muslims. The
principal figures in this awakening were not Ottoman emissaries abroad,
but Muslim political refugees who crossed Ottoman borders bearing
their grievances. The impact was first felt shortly after the French con-
quest of Algiers, with the departure of a small number of Algerian
Muslims for Syria. For the next eighty years, Algerian refugees contin-
ued to make their way east to Ottoman territories.’> As early as 1845,
during the Samil uprising in Daghistan, Muslim refugees were issuing
appeals within the Ottoman Empire for aid against Russia.’® In 1852,
Mappilla disturbances led the English to expel from Malabar the Tannal
of Mambram, Sayyid Fadl ibn “Alawi (1830-1900), who later became
an intimate advisor to Abdiilhamid II, and was responsible for an attempt
to assert an Ottoman claim, long in abeyance, to Dhufar.” From 1854,
in the wake of the Crimean War, a large wave of Crimean Muslim
refugees swept into Istanbul and Anatolian coastal towns, leaving an
indelible impression on those who witnessed the influx.’®* Circassian
Muslims also began to arrive in large numbers after the Crimean War
and the consequent Russian policy of consolidation in the Caucasus.
The refugees, who arrived in a series of waves over the next half a
century, were resettled in the Balkans and Syria.'? The suppression of
the Great Mutiny and the Mughal dynasty in India in 1857 also brought
many refugees to Ottoman territories. One, Rahmat Allah Kairanawi
(1818-1890), endorsed the jihad against English rule and escaped to
Mecca with a price on his head following the collapse of the Mutiny.
Under the sultan-caliph’s benevolent patronage, he wrote a major and
enduring anti-Christian polemic.?® Later began a stream of refugees and
emissaries from Central Asia to the Ottoman capital itself, with pro-
found effect. In the case of these territories, under growing Russian and
Chinese pressure in the 1860s, the initiatives came from the endangered
khanates themselves.?* From 1873, the sultanate of Atjeh found itself
at war with Holland, and turned expectantly to the sultan-caliph. The
Ottomans had all but forgotten their claim to the territory, and it was
the notion of a Hadrami sayyid in Atjehnese service, Habib “Abd al-
Rahman al-Zahir (1833-1896), to appear in Istanbul and dramatically
remind the Ottomans of alleged obligations incurred by their suzerain
status.?? One of the last important waves of refugees comprised Tu-
nisians fleeing French rule, who played a major role in Istanbul’s Muslim
émigré community.?®> To accommodate this influx of refugees, the Ot-
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toman government in 1860 established a special commission for Muslim
immigration. This body continued to function for over four decades, in
various forms and under various names, whenever the need arose. Re-
newed interest in the Ottoman caliphate began beyond the Ottoman
Empire, among these besieged Muslims who thus hoped to gain Ot-
toman military, financial, and moral support. Its purpose was quite
different from the later policy launched from Istanbul during the reign
of Abdiilhamid II, a policy which instead cast the Ottomans themselves
as the recipients of Muslim material and moral assistance.

Abdiilhamid II (r.1876-1909) continued the policy of resettling ref-
ugees and receiving delegations from territories under Western pressure,
but he also sought to generate Muslim support for his caliphate in places
where such support had yet to emerge spontaneously. Unable to defend
his own frontiers effectively, and even less able or prepared to liberate
fragments of other Muslim empires already under Western rule, he was
drawn to claim a spiritual authority no longer dependent upon posses-
sion of the sinews of power. His was a policy intended to conceal
weakness, to create an illusion of latent strength. The emissary, diffusing
the message of the Ottoman sultan-caliph at the periphery of the empire
and beyond, was the conspicuous figure in this policy of active self-
assertion. In this role, he supplanted the refugee as the stimulant of
solidarity.

In the doctrine associated with Abdiilhamid, authority was person-
ified in the radiant Ottoman sultan-caliph, and amplified by his pos-
session of Mecca and Madina; around his person and his sacred pos-
sessions in Arabia revolved all Muslims. But not all were in close orbit.
Most simply faced the sultan-caliph’s territories in prayer; fewer cited
him in their prayers; still fewer visited or resided in his domains; yet
fewer bore arms in his cause. It was the task of Abdiilhamid’s emissaries
to make Muslims aware of the ‘sultan-caliph’s prerogatives, and to ask
more of those Muslims who already had acknowledged Ottoman pri-
macy. Those emissaries gifted in speech traveled widely in the Ottoman
Empire and abroad, while those prolific in the written word were main-
tained in Istanbul at the expense of the treasury. Together they formed
a chain of transmission for the message of Ottoman primacy which, by
spoken or printed word, was intended to reach the most distant Muslim
enclaves.

Abdiilhamid first assembled a number of Muslims from his own
Arabic-speaking provinces, and in Istanbul they published works ex-
tolling the Ottoman sultan-caliph and insisting upon the absolute nature
of his authority.?* The most prolific of these authors was Abu al-Huda
al-Sayyadi (1850-1909), a Rifa“i shaykh from the vicinity of Aleppo
who enjoyed the full confidence of Abdiilhamid and spent his creative
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years writing, publishing, and intriguing in Istanbul. His most significant
work, published for Arabic- and Turkish-reading audiences, argued that
absolute and unqualified obedience to the Ottoman caliph was a duty
incumbent upon all Muslims.?®> Abu al-Huda al-Sayyadi was one of
several figures at the court who disseminated a similar message in a
similar manner. Alongside him served Muhammad Zafir al-Madani
(1828-1906) of Misurata in Libya. A shaykh of the Madaniyya sub-
order of the predominantly North African Shadhiliyya order, he settled
in Istanbul in 1875 and remained there for thirty years, enjoying an
influence over Abdiilhamid second only to that of Sayyid Abu al-Huda.
His special sphere of activity extended to Morocco, where he sought
to disseminate the message of Ottoman primacy by organizing Ottoman
military missions to Mawlay Hasan and an Ottoman legation at Fez.
Neither effort succeeded.?® Also in Istanbul was Husayn al-Jisr (1845-
1909), an Azhar-educated shaykh from Syrian Tripoli who titled two
of his famous works in honor of Abdiilhamid, although he was on the
edge of that closed Arabic-speaking circle which Abdiilhamid had as-
sembled around himself.?” Another figure in Abdiilhamid’s service was
the aforementioned Shaykh Fadl ibn “Alawi, who had arrived as a ref-
ugee from Malabar in 1852 and whose task as an emissary was to
reconcile dissident sentiment in Arabia. His most accomplished student
in Istanbul was the Ottoman link to the Muslims of the East African
littoral. Ahmad ibn Sumayt (1861-1925), a Comorian also of Hadrami
descent, had been a religious court judge in Zanzibar before fleeing to
Istanbul in 1886. There he remained for two years as a guest, and
returned to Zanzibar where he became an advocate of greater attachment
to the Ottoman sultan-caliph.? That these Arabic-speaking emissaries
of the Ottoman word were sorely divided by personal rivalries was
established by a contemporary observer, but their work was not without
effect among Arabic-speakers in the provinces and beyond.?

To bring the Ottoman message to Shi<i Muslims, the court relied in
part upon Jamal al-Din al-Afghani/Asadabadi (1838-1897), an Iranian-
born cosmopolitan who traveled widely in the Muslim world, teaching
advanced ideas of religious reform, and jostling for a position of influ-
ence. Although his early teachings were void of pan-Islamic references,
Afghani later pressed Abdiilhamid to enlist him, as a roving Ottoman
emissary or as an Istanbul consultant.** Only in 1892, after Afghani’s
expulsion from Iran, did Abdiillhamid decide to employ him, probably
to exploit his intensified hostility toward Nasir al-Din Shah. An ar-
rangement similar to that enjoyed by Abu al-Huda al-Sayyadi was
accepted by Afghani, who was given a residence and allowance in Istan-
bul. In return, Afghani organized a small circle of Iranians in Istanbul,
who launched a letter-writing campaign directed to Shi<i ulama and
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dignitaries in Iraq, Iran, Central Asia, and India, “about the kindness
and benevolence of the great Islamic Sultan toward all Muslims of
whatever opinion and group they might be.”?! A short time later, how-
ever, Afghani clashed with Sayyid Abu al-Huda, fell out of favor, and
died a virtual captive in 1897. The campaign to win the sympathies of
Shii ulama fell in part to the Ottoman ambassador in Teheran. Ac-
cording to a British diplomat,

He belonged to a secret confraternity of dervishes, I think the Bektashis,
cultivated a fairly long beard, and was profoundly interested in the me-
taphysical theology of Islam, which he used to explain and discuss with
me at considerable length. He was himself, really, I think, a Sufi . . .
[which] facilitated his intercourse with the more learned members of the
Persian clergy, some of whom I often met and talked with at his house.
I imagine, indeed, that he was chosen for this very purpose by Sultan
Abdul Hamid.

The efforts of this Ottoman diplomat, continued Sir Arthur Hardinge,
were not without effect: “I remember myself going with the Turkish
Ambassador to hear a great Tehran Mullah preach during Moharram
and being surprised at the fulsome eulogies which he heaped upon the
Sultan of Turkey and on the sacred character of the latter as ‘Lord of
the two Continents and Seas’ (‘el barrein wa el bahrein”).””»

To carry his message to points further east, the sultan-caliph relied
upon other emissaries in the formal guise of diplomatic envoys and
consular officials. One of the earliest of these was kazasker Ahmed Hul{si
Efendi, who in 1877 led an Ottoman mission to Kabul. There he at-
tempted to erect a Muslim alliance against Russia by persuading the
Afghan amir, Shir “Alj, of his obligations toward the Ottoman sultan-
caliph. The emissary even bore a letter from the Ottoman Seyhiilislam,
who threatened to “issue a kind of excommunication” against Shir “Ali’s
followers if they did not turn away from Russia.’* Anti-Russian pro-
pagandists were always welcome in Istanbul, and the more eloquent
refugees from Russian rule were encouraged to publish books and tracts
against what was regarded as the perpetual enemy of the Muslims.
Abdiirregid Ibrahim[ov] (1857-1944), a Siberian-born Volga Tatar who
studied and traveled throughout the Ottoman Empire, published a vi-
olently anti-Russian polemic in Istanbul, and later continued this work
within Russia and back in Istanbul under the Young Turks.*

In India, the Ottomans operated a consular service, and it was to the
consuls that expressions of allegiance to the Ottoman sultan-caliph were
directed. These expressions were generated by that acute sense of loss
evoked by the collapse of Mughal rule. Activity intensified during the
Russo-Turkish war (1876-77), and centered around the Ottoman consul-
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general in Bombay, who channeled funds collected by Indian Muslims
to Istanbul, and distributed Ottoman decorations in return. Back in the
Ottoman capital, a circle of Indian Muslims operated alongside the Arab
and Iranian circles. They edited and published a virulently anti-British
newspaper in Urdu, done on the imperial press and with heavy sub-
ventions. The newspaper, Payk-i Islam, was later closed at British in-
sistence, but its editor continued to carry on his campaign both in
Istanbul and London.*

The techniques employed in pursuit of this policy were thoroughly
traditional, and were reminiscent of those medieval methods to which
Muslim emissaries had resorted at earlier times, for similar purposes.
The parallel which suggests itself most insistently is Fatimid propaganda,
the tools of which were similar,* although Ottoman propaganda cer-
tainly differed in its reliance upon some modern instruments. Among
these were the printing press, the cover provided by permanent diplo-
macy, and the mobility afforded by the steamer and railroad. The steam-
er in particular figured prominently in the movements of emissaries,
their printed tracts, and their correspondence. It afforded safe and speedy
transport, facilitated commercial, political, and intellectual exchange
among Muslims, and presented a challenge to those Western states
anxious to regulate that exchange.?” The creation of a rail network had
a similar effect, most notably in the Hijaz. The construction of this
railway, accomplished with Muslim financial assistance from beyond
the Ottoman Empire, rendered the pilgrimage safer and cheaper.?® These
improvements certainly made the task of the emissary easier, and helped
to create that cosmopolitan climate in which his message flourished.

But the aim of the emissary, despite his employment of modern
methods for the speedy spread of ideas, ultimately remained as con-
servative as the doctrine which he was employed to propagate. For the
Ottoman emissary pursued not an exchange of ideas, but the propa-
gation of a set of fixed principles about the nature of political and
religious authority in Islam. The congress idea emerged as another an-
swer to the same challenge of Western expansion which the emissary
attempted to answer, and as another response to the same technological
advances from which the emissary benefited. But it drew upon two
radically different assumptions: the diffusion among scattered Muslim
communities of that religious and political authority claimed by the
sultan-caliph, and the supremacy of a consensus of these communities
to any rival source of authority. The congress idea thus surfaced beyond
the wide alliance of sentiment which Ottoman emissaries were building,
and often in close association with political and intellectual innovators.



TWO

A CHALLENGE TO
AUTHORITY

The Congress Idea

THAT cosmopolitan awareness which made a congress feasible
was formed by the contours of Western expansion into Muslim lands.
The technological advances which made the theoretical convocation of
a congress thinkable were of Western manufacture. But the benefits of
any innovation drawn from beyond Muslim tradition were not indis-
putable. Like most imported institutions and techniques, this one threat-
ened to dislodge others that were established and sanctioned by usage.
So it happened that the congress idea first emerged as a challenge to
the authority of the Ottoman caliphate. The transmitters of this deriv-
ative idea, to the extent that their identities can be established, were
men unsympathetic to the Ottoman state, and the original association
with dissent much affected the idea’s subsequent reception. The con-
gress was first advocated not to buttress established authority and en-
force established belief, but to topple a perceived edifice of despotism
and religious obscurantism. It began as a radical solution for those dis-
satisfied with the Muslim political and doctrinal order, a solution so
against the prevalent grain that its first proponents were not—perhaps
could not have been—Muslims.

A minor Victorian poet, Wilfrid Scawen Blunt (1840-1922), first ad-
vocated a Muslim congress in print, and first thought to disseminate
the idea among influential Muslims.! Blunt was a social nonconformist
and political romantic who later lamented having consumed the first
forty years of his life preoccupied with strictly sensual pursuits. He was
in quest of a cause, and eventually settled upon oppressed peoples under
what he deplored as Turkish misrule. Among these he favored the
inhabitants of Arabia. Between 1876 and 1879, he and his wife Anne
undertook their first journeys through the Arabic-speaking provinces
of the Ottoman Empire, and returned much influenced by their expe-
riences. During these travels, Blunt acquired an appreciation of the desert
Beduin Arabs that bordered on an obsession. “What Byron had done
for Greece & so retrieved his soul, that I would do, I thought, for Arabia.
This was my dream,” wrote Blunt in his unpublished memoirs.2 On his
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return to England in 1879, Blunt gave his self-imposed mission a political
form. He became convinced that the Turks were responsible for the
decadence of Islam, and that a great reformation of the Muslim faith
could be undertaken only under Arabian auspices. In accord with this
premise, he eventually advocated the transfer of the caliphate from
Istanbul to Mecca, from the Ottoman house to an Arabic-speaking
incumbent of Quraysh.

Blunt’s recollection of his first encounter with this idea was vague,
but he cited two individuals as particularly influential:

I do not well remember whether it was from this Sabunji or from Malkum
Khan that I first came to understand the historical aspect of the caliphal
question and its modern aspects, but, opposed as I was to Ottoman rule,
it struck me at once as one of high importance to the kind of reform I
was beginning to look for.?

It is unlikely that Blunt learned to advocate an Arabian/Qurashi
caliphate from Malkum Khan (1833/4-1908), then the Iranian minister
to London, whose name became so intimately associated with the cause
of Westernizing reform in Iran. It was true that Malkum, as an official
Iranian representative, would have had no particular reason to insist
upon the prerogatives of the Ottoman caliphate, and it has been es-
tablished, on the basis of Malkum Khan’s own personal papers, that
his view of Islam was a strictly utilitarian one.* On the other hand,
while Malkum’s religious and political views were decidedly uncon-
ventional, one finds in his writings no mention of an Arabian caliphate,
or indeed any trace of that obsession with the Arabs as a medium of
reform which characterized Blunt. His two closest and most renowned
correspondents, Mirza Fath “Ali Akhundzada and Mirza Aqa Khan Kir-
mani, were Arabophobes. When Malkum published at London his re-
formist newspaper Qanun, from 1890, his public views on the question
of Turkish primacy were made explicit. A questioner from Herat wrote
him asking where the physical center (markaz) of Muslim union (itihad)
lay; Malkum replied that “Istanbul is the first fortress of the inde-
pendence of Muslim states,” followed by Mecca, the Shii holy cities
(“atabat) in Iraq, and Kabul. But Istanbul was the “crown of the earth”
which all Muslims were obliged to defend.® This elicited a number of
letters from readers: an Indian “al/im insisted that Mecca was the center,
on account of its holiness; a Turkistani pilgrim argued for Bukhara, as
a great center of learning; an Egyptian shaykh wrote on behalf of Cairo,
because of its geographic position; an Iranian prince from Khurasan
cited Mashhad as equally well-placed; and so on. Malkum then retreated
to the position that every Muslim land belonged to all Muslims, and
that the defense of each was a collective obligation.® But neither in his
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original nor revised position was there a sign of partisanship for the
Arabs, and his first reaction was immediately to cite Istanbul as the hub
of Islam. At best, Malkum was probably indifferent to the whole ques-
tion, and so could hardly have fired Blunt’s imagination without mis-
leading the Englishman as to his true beliefs. The possibility is not to
be ruled out, but Malkum’s purpose in doing so on this issue is not
readily apparent.

John Louis Sabunji (1838-1931), a former priest of the Syrian Catholic
Rite originally from Diyarbekir, seems the more likely source of Blunt’s
enlightenment on questions of the Muslim caliphate. Aside from preach-
ing the gospel in Syria and Lebanon, Sabunji also had published news-
papers in Beirut, and in 1874, having offended Maronite sensibilities,
he fled to England where he remained more or less continuously for
fifteen years.” From 1877 to 1880, Sabunji published at London the
newspaper al-Nahla, which, while increasingly critical of Ottoman pol-
icies, did not yet call into question the legitimacy of the Ottoman cal-
iphate. But upon the return of the Blunts to England in 1879, Sabunji
became a tutor in Arabic to Anne, and perhaps then acquainted her
husband with his changing ideas concerning the fundamental nature of
the caliphate. These ideas were leading him to a violent denial of the
Ottoman claim, a radical step made known through his publication of
yet another newspaper in London, a/-Khilafa, from January 1881.% The
motives of his professed hostility to Ottoman primacy are obscure, for
it was not a principle with him, and in 1890, after a long period as
Blunt’s secretary, he proceeded to Istanbul where he entered the service
of Abdiilhamid II as a translator of the European press.” This function
he filled until the Young Turk revolution. Blunt saw him in 1909, and
described him as ““a Yildiz Palace spy, a little furtive old man dressed
in black with a black skull cap on his head, a jewel in his shirt front
and another jewel on his finger.”!° But all this would come later. By
late 1880, the idea that “the Caliphate was not necessarily vested in the
House of Othman,” an idea possibly implanted by Sabunji, had carried
Blunt, and he pressed it upon Gladstone at their first meeting.* With
an Arabian caliphate, Blunt wrote in a memorandum printed for cir-
culation in the Foreign Office, Istanbul “would cease to be of vital
consequence, and the position England might assume of Protectress of
the Caliphate would assure to her whatever forces Islam can still com-
mand. This is probably the only solution which could assure India
permanently to her.”’*?

There was yet a third possible influence upon Blunt, a series of letters
to the London 7imes written by G.C.M. Birdwood (1832-1917), an ad-
ministrator with long experience in Indian service.?* Birdwood, who
knew Sabunji as well, argued as early as 1877 that the Ottoman caliphate
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was a “usurpation,” and that the right to the dignity belonged to the
Sharif of Mecca. Birdwood insisted that “there is not the slightest au-
thority for the claim of the Sultans of Constantinople to the Caliphate;
that their assumption of the title is an illegal and heretical usurpation;
and that the acceptance of their preposterous pretension to it by Mo-
hamedans is discreditable equally to their orthodoxy, their intelligence,
and their good faith.”**

On this point, there was no room for compromise: “The Ottoman
Caliphate is a usurped authority. Not even a Plebiscitum of the mob of
Islam could possibly make the usurpation lawful and orthodox.”** Bird-
wood’s complaint did not just extend to the Ottoman house: “Islam has
been overrun and enthralled by the Turks and Tartars for over 600
years, and there is little hope for Mahomedan Asia until the last rem-
nants of the mouldering ‘Tataric system’ are swept away.” Birdwood’s
solution was to suggest that Muslims “begin their regeneration by elect-
ing the Sheerif of Mecca Caliph of Islam.”** The motives of this civil
servant, as he made clear throughout, were considerations of imperial
policy concerning the loyalty of Indian Muslims, a loyalty which could
be secured for Great Britain through the transfer of the caliphate from
potentially hostile to pliant hands. Blunt made no mention of Bird-
wood’s campaign conducted on the pages of The Times, but he was in
England at the time, and later may have overlooked this early exposure
to the idea of an Arabian caliphate.

There was, however, a fourth person of hitherto unappreciated in-
fluence at work upon Blunt’s Byronic imagination. In the winter of
1880-81, the Blunts set off for Jidda on what appears to have been a
self-appointed political mission: “I wished to penetrate once more into
Arabia, if possible through Hejaz or perhaps Yemen to Nejd. I had an
idea that among the Wahhabis I might find a teacher who would give
me the Arabian as opposed to the Ottoman view of Islam, and that I
might devise with him a movement of reform in which I should suggest
the political, he the religious elements.””” In Jidda, Blunt met no great
reformers, but did befriend the British consul, James Zohrab, appointed
in 1878. Since late 1879, Zohrab had been writing to his superiors that
the religious centrality of the Sharif of Mecca in the Muslim world was
comparable to that of the Ottoman sultan-caliph.'® Zohrab went so far
as to advocate the separation of the Hijaz from the Ottoman Empire,
and its affiliation with Great Britain, which would then be in an enviable
position to influence Muslims in India and elsewhere. By January 1880,
Zohrab was arguing that the Sharif of Mecca, as a direct descendant of
the Prophet, carried more weight in Islam than the Ottoman cal-
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iph.* Blunt was already active on behalf of this notion. But Zohrab
was convinced that a Muslim society, meeting in secrecy, already existed
to achieve the ends which Blunt advocated. In March 1879, Zohrab
reported that the Sharif informed him through Zohrab’s own dragoman
that “the various Mussulman nationalities are in close correspondence
with each other and political events are reported to the chiefs of all.
The organisation seems complete and the union perfect, and restless
spirits are ever moving in search of pretexts to raise complications.”?
By August he had more details to report:

From a Gentleman who has resided here for some years I hear, that at
Mecca there exists a secret society whose object is the removal of all
Mohamedans from Christian control. This Society is in communication
with every Mussulman community throughout the world, and it has had
a good deal to do with the revolt in Algeria. It was not intended that the
revolt should commence when it did, the plan was that it should begin
there when the brand of war or revolt could at the same time be applied
to the other countries. Similar information has reached me from another
source.

The Society, which is composed of Mollahs Sheeks and Sheriffs is, I
am told, so dissatisfied with the result of the late war with Russia that
the question of withdrawing from the Sultan the title of Temporal Head
of the Mussulman Faith is being seriously discussed. It is declared that
as the Sultan is under the control of the Christian Powers, he can no
longer be regarded as independent and cannot, therefore continue to be
the true Representative of the Prophet and the mantle must be laid on
other shoulders. This opinion, it appears, had its rise in Damascus and
that city was at first decided on as the future Seat of the Head of Islam.
The Society at Mecca was averse to this, it was argued that Damascus
being within easy reach of European influence, it would not be a safe
home; whereas Medina, which combined within itself all requirements,
that is, remot[e]ness from Europe, difficulty of access, sacredness of the
city and purity of the Mussulman character, indicated itself as the natural
centre of the faith. Medina has, therefore, it is said, been fixed upon.!

Such an important decision implied the secret convening of a congress
or conclave, and these Zohrab believed to be regular occurrences:

The Province of Hedjaz is the centre to which the ideas, opinions, sen-
timents and aspirations of the Mussulman world are brought for discus-
sion. The annual meeting at a fixed time ostensibly for the performance
of the Pilgrimage of Representatives from every Mussulman Community
affords a means without creating suspicion, to exchange opinions, to
discuss plans, to criticise the actions of the European Governments and
to form combinations to resist the supremacy of the Christian Powers. In
the discussion in secret of political questions there is no country offering
such security and facilities as the Hedjaz. A meeting of Delegates from
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Mohamedan Countries at any other point could not fail of attracting
Public attention but in the Hedjaz such meetings can, and it is said do
annually take place and at them discussion is free without fear of be-
trayal.??

He continued to maintain his belief in the existence of this clandestine
activity when Blunt was present in Arabia, reporting that “a widely
extended secret society exists embracing Mussulmans of all nationalities,
its object being to restore the Khalifate to the Arabs of the Hedjaz.”’??
Zohrab no doubt pressed his views on the caliphate upon Blunt, who
was already predisposed to accept them. But he also may well have
convinced Blunt of the existence of an organized society of Muslims,
meeting in secret congress, who were prepared at the opportune moment
to reveal themselves and challenge the authority of the Ottoman cali-
phate.

Upon Blunt’s return to England, he distilled his accumulated ideas
into a series of articles for The Fortnightly Review, all of which were later
published together as The Future of Islam (London, 1882). It was this series
which most eloquently set down the argument against Turkish political
predominance in Islam, and for the primacy of Arabic speakers. Here
Blunt offered a critique of the Ottoman claim to the caliphate similar
in all essentials to Birdwood’s, and advanced the claim of Quraysh,
through the Sharif of Mecca, in an identical manner: “The Sherif is
already far more truly representative of spiritual rank than any Sultan
or Caliph is,” he wrote, echoing Zohrab’s dispatches. “If no new figure
should appear on the political horizon of Islam when the Ottoman
empire dies, sufficiently commanding to attract the allegiance of the
Mussulman world (and of such there is as yet no sign), it is certainly
to the Sherifal family of Mecca that the mass of Mohammedans would
look for a representative of their supreme headship, and of that Cali-
phate of which they stand in need.” Mecca as seat of the caliphate “is,
as far as I have had an opportunity of judging, the cry of the day with
Mussulmans.”#

It was in this context that Blunt first suggested the convocation of a
Muslim congress, as an electoral college:

It is surely not beyond the flight of sane imagination to suppose, in the
last overwhelming catastrophe of Constantinople, a council of Ulema
assembling at Mecca, and according to the legal precedent of ancient days
electing a Caliph. The assembly would, without doubt, witness intrigues
of princes and quarrels among schoolmen and appeals to fanaticism and
accusations of infidelity. Money, too, would certainly play its part there
as elsewhere, and perhaps blood might be shed. But any one who re-
members the history of the Christian Church in the fifteenth century,
and the synods which preceded the Council of Basle, must admit that
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such accompaniments of intrigue and corruption are no bar to a legal
solution of religious difficulties. It was above all else the rivalries of Popes
and Anti-popes that precipitated the Catholic Reformation.?®

This was only part of Blunt’s vision. In his series of articles, he
evidenced a profound dissatisfaction with the provisions of Islamic law
on issues as diverse as slavery and marriage. “The great difficulty which,
as things now stand, besets reform is this: the Sheriat, or written code
of law, still stands in orthodox Islam as an unimpeachable authority. The
law itself is an excellent law, and as such commends itself to the loyalty
of honest and God-fearing men; but in certain points it is irreconcilable
with the modern needs of Islam, and it cannot legally be altered.”?
Blunt sought a more flexible, utilitarian Islam, and to effect these most
fundamental changes, he again anticipated a Muslim congress, this time
to fill a role not unlike that of the great councils of the Church:

Since we are imagining many things we may imagine this one too,—that
our Caliph of the Koreysh, chosen by the faithful and installed at Mecca,
should invite the Ulema of every land to a council at the time of the
pilgrimage, and there, appointing a new Mujtaheed, should propound to
them certain modifications of the Sheriat, as things necessary to the wel-
fare of Islam, and deducible from tradition. No point of doctrine need in
any way be touched, only the law. The Fakh ed din would need hardly
a modification. The Fakh esh Sheriat would, in certain chapters, have to
be rewritten. Who can doubt that an Omar or an Haroun, were they
living at the present day, would authorize such changes, or that the faithful
of their day would have accepted them as necessary and legitimate de-
velopments of Koranic teaching??

Thus did Blunt prepare to realign Islam around a new political center,
and radically reform the shari%a, through the medium of a series of
Muslim assemblies. These would dethrone conventional authority, and
establish an enlightened and responsive new orthodoxy.

Zohrab’s belief in the existence of a vast secret society possibly con-
vinced Blunt that such a forum would spring forth spontaneously upon
the destruction of the Ottoman caliphate. Zohrab of course was unable
to identify any members of this society, to give a detail on a single
discussion among its members, or even to identify by name the sources
from which he received his information. What Blunt and Zohrab had
predicted was woven of the thinnest threads of evidence, and expressed
their own visionary expectations.

What is first noteworthy about Blunt and those who influenced the
gestation of his ideas is that they were not disinterested. They were not
Muslims, but their definitive pronouncements on fundamental matters
of Muslim belief were stirred by a dissatisfaction with the political and
social constraints of an Islam to which they professed an informal com-
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mitment. This was certainly the case with Sabunji, who for reasons of
ambition or principle identified himself with Islam as a political cause.
But in Blunt and Zohrab, advocacy of an Arabian caliphate and concern
for the state of Islam appeared in conjunction with highly unusual
convictions about the perimeters of the faith. Blunt appreciated Islam
as a cause, and even toyed with the possibility of conversion, but was
unable to appreciate Islam as an intricate and varied system of belief.
He could only remark on “how simple a creed Islam is compared with
any form of Christianity, how easy of acceptance and how little it
demands of its professors in the way of intellectual sacrifice even from
minds the most sceptical in their materialism, the least prone to spiritual
illusion.”’®

Zohrab held other unconventional and uninformed notions. At one
moment he was writing that the Sharif of Mecca “is for Mussulmans
pretty well what the Pope is for the Roman Catholic Church.”?* At the
next, he maintained that the Sharif’s plan to repair the Ka“ba at Mecca
would raise him “to the rank of a Prophet in the belief of Mussulmans,
for as the law declares that none but a Prophet can repair the Caaba
he must be a Prophet if he has been permitted to do so. The power
such a belief would give him over the ignorant and fanatical would be
absolute and every Mussulman would then have to obey him in every-
thing.”*® One statement did violence to the Catholic papacy, the other
to Muslim prophecy. The congress idea thus found its first adherents
in individuals who suffered from misapprehensions about what was
possible and not possible in the Islam of their time, and who entertained
unsubstantiated visions of an Islam on the brink of organizational rev-
olution.

Their Muslim conclaves also appeared in an explicitly anti-Ottoman
context, thus assuring that the idea would raise defeating suspicions. If
one understands the growing popularity of the Ottoman caliphate in
the 1870s as a plea for help from a stronger hand, the contrived nature
of agitation for an Arabian caliphate becomes clear. The province was
not an independent power, and precisely at this time the central gov-
ernment in Istanbul had successfully reasserted Ottoman authority over
the Hijaz and the right to appoint and dismiss the Sharif himself.>! The
finances of the Hijaz vilayet were also heavily dependent upon subsidies
from the central government, so that once Arabia was severed from the
Empire, it seemed more likely that the former, not the latter, would
wither.?? “Besides,” wrote the Arabist G. P. Badger in 1877, in a response
to G. C. M. Birdwood, “[the Sharif] has no influence whatever, political
or spiritual, beyond his own assigned district; and the Sharifs them-
selves, as well as the Arabs who are more immediately connected with
him [sic], have fallen so low in the estimation of the world of Islam
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that few intelligent Muslims would dream of a Sharif being promoted
to the Khalifate. . . . As to any solid hope of a regeneration of Islam
through the elevation of the Sharif of Makkah to the Khalifate, the
notion is simply preposterous.”**> The poverty of the Hijaz, and the
inability of the Sharif of Mecca to project religious influence abroad,
were made manifest forty years later during a brief period of Hijazi
independence, and with the Saudi occupation the Hijaz again became
the subsidized province of a state centered elsewhere.

Thus the congress idea, when it appeared, did so in circumstances
bound to render it suspect among Sunni Muslims on religio-political
grounds. The idea was intimately associated with the dismemberment
of the Ottoman Empire, at a time when the Sunni Muslim world had
rallied to the Ottoman caliphate. It implied radical, Westernizing reform
during a period of popular reaction against the Tanzimat and a reassertion
of fundamental religious tenets. That Blunt’s ideas were anathema to
many Muslims, he himself eventually recognized. Between the pubili-
cation of his series in The Fortnightly Review and its appearance as a book,
some concerned Muslim must have told Blunt that his political ideas
were repugnant to believers, for in Blunt’s preface, he partially recants:
“Abd el Hamid Khan is still recognized as the actual Emir el Mumenin,
and the restoration of a more legitimate Caliphate is deferred for the
day when its fate shall have overtaken the Ottoman Empire. This is as
it should be. Schism would only weaken the cause of religion, already
threatened by a thousand enemies; and the premature appearance of an
Anti-Caliph in Egypt or Arabia, however legitimate a candidate he might
be by birth for the office, would divide the Mohammedan world into
two hostile camps, and so bring scandal and injury on the general
cause.”? Then he added that the death of Abdiilhamid II would signal
the return of the caliphate to Cairo, so we may assume that someone
respected by Blunt must have told him that his vision of Arabia as
political center and Mecca as the “true metropolis” was not one shared
by very many Muslims.*

By early 1884, he had retreated yet further. During the preparation
of the Urdu translation of The Future of Islam, he ordered the deletion of
some passages uncomplimentary to Abdiilhamid: “This, I hope, will
satisfy all parties; and the book, to do good, must not be condemned
as unorthodox.” He then told his translator “of my intention of visiting
Constantinople, and trying to induce the Sultan to take up the idea of
a Pan-Islamic Synod. We both agreed that, after the defeat in Egypt,
Islam could not afford to wait for a more legitimate Caliph.””*¢ It was
only with this reorientation that his approach began to fall into line the
prevalent mood, to which even his most radical Muslim associates an-
swered.
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Among Muslims it remains usual to attribute the first appearance of
the congress idea to Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani/Asadabadi (1838/
9-1897), an Iranian whose posthumous veneration as the first eloquent
exponent of Muslim anti-imperialism concealed a personal pattern of
dissimulation, skepticism, and a consciously utilitarian vision of Islam.
After Afghani’s death, when the paternity of the congress idea became
something of a political issue, Rashid Rida asserted unequivocally that
Afghani was its father, and the attribution was often repeated in sub-
sequent biographical accounts.’” It must first be said that there is no
evidence that Afghani ever advanced an articulate proposal for a Muslim
congress. There are no more than allusions in Afghani’s works, which
imply that he was not unsympathetic to the idea, and may have ad-
vanced it on one or another occasion.

Afghani, at roughly the mid-point in his career, met Blunt in London
(January 1883) and there also associated with Louis Sabunji, a previous
acquaintance, to whose newspaper a/-Nakla he had contributed. Whether
Afghani here secretly embraced the idea of an Arabian caliphate is
unknown, for he proceeded to Paris before the end of the month and
began to publish his own newspaper, a/--Urwa al-wuthga, which appealed
to sentiments of Muslim unity ostensibly in support of the Ottoman
caliphate. There is some evidence that a/-"Urwa al-wuthga might have
been financed in part by Blunt; that an affinity of political views existed
between Afghani and Blunt is well attested.®® Yet it seems that Afghani
was less sanguine about the prospects of an Arabian caliphate, having
just returned from India, where enthusiasm for the Ottoman caliphate
ran high; for Afghani is known to have warned Blunt in September
1883 not to raise the subject during the latter’s projected trip to India.
“T asked him about the language I should most prudently hold regarding
the Sultan, and he advised me to say nothing against the Sultan in India
or about an Arabian Caliphate; it had been spread about that the English
were going to set up a sham Caliphate in Arabia, under a child, whom
they would use to make themselves masters of the holy places; the
Sultan’s name was now venerated in India as it had not formerly been.””*

It is thus not surprising to find no more than a hint of Blunt’s idea
of a Meccan Muslim congress on the pages of a/-<“Urwa al-wuthga. It was
first dropped in the first number of the journal, where Mecca, site of
the annual pilgrimage by Muslims, was cited as “the most favorable
city for the exchange of their ideas and dissemination [of those ideas]
in all parts.”%° Hardly more explicit were the remarks in a subsequent
article on Muslim unity, which presented a very subtle critique of the
Ottoman caliphate. This piece raised questions about the “Abbasid claim
in particular—one must remember that the Ottoman claim at this time
was justified by the fiction of a testamentary designation by the last
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“Abbasid caliph—and the author implied that the recent history of the
““monarchical caliphate” was one of usurpation. The article appealed to
the ulama to restore Islam’s strength:

The ulama, the sermon givers, the prayer leaders, and the preachers every-
where should join together and establish centers in various lands, to
advance their unity, and take the hands of the masses (a/“amma), so that
the revelation and true tradition will guide them. They should gather
these threads into one knot, with its center in the Holy Lands [the Hijaz],
the most noble of which is the House of God [Mecca]."!

The identical idea was repeated once again in yet another issue.*> Yet
it must be concluded that if this was a presentation of Blunt’s argument
for a shift of the center of Islam from Istanbul to Mecca, and for the
use of a congress format to effect religious reform, it was extremely
subtle. The editorial thrust of a/--Urwa al-wuthga, when considered as a
whole, was overwhelmingly pro-Ottoman.

By 1885, when al-“Urwa al-wuthga had ceased publication, Afghani,
while still secretly voicing hostility toward the Ottoman incumbents,
no longer saw in Mecca an alternative metropolis if indeed he ever had.

In an October 1885 diary entry, Blunt recorded Afghani’s views in this
fashion:

A long talk with Jemal-ed-Din about prospects at Constantinople and
about the Caliphate. He is for the [Sudanese] Mahdi or the Mahdi’s
successor taking the Sultan’s place, or the Sharif Own [of Mecca], or the
Imam of Sanaa—any of these he thought might now take the lead. But
Constantinople must remain the seat of the Caliphate, as Arabia or Africa
would be mere places of exile. Amongst other things, he told me that it
was he himself who had suggested to the Sherif el Huseyn [of Mecca]
to claim the Caliphate, but El Huseyn had said it was impossible without
armed support, and the Arabs could never unite except in the name of
religion.*®

Afghani in fact did direct his attentions increasingly to Istanbul, where
he established himself at the invitation and under the patronage of
Abdiilhamid II in 1892. There his task was the mobilization of support
among Shi‘is in Iran, Iraq, and elsewhere, for the Ottoman claim to the
universal caliphate. To this end, Afghani directed an Iranian salon in
I[stanbul composed principally of Azali Babis, who wrote letters to Shii
ulama. But according to Afghani’s nephew, Mirza Lutf Allah Asadabadi,

there was a parallel plan devised by Afghani for a Muslim congress at
Istanbul:

The Sayyid [Afghani] determined that, from each of the major Islamic
lands, one person would be selected by the state as an official repre-
sentative, and one person from the first ranks of the ulama of [each]
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people (millet) would be selected by the people as a true people’s repre-
sentative, to assemble and meet in Istanbul. In Istanbul, a great congress
(kongre) would be founded and organized, and important problems any-
where, at any time, would be given over to the arbitration of this congress.
All states and peoples of the Muslim faith would recognize the obligation
to respect and follow the decisions and verdicts of the Islamic con-
gress. . . . The purpose of the Sayyid in organizing this Islamic congress
was to amass the means for progress and fulfillment of the Muslim peoples
collectively, and to restore the glory and might of early Islam. Whenever
a European state acted unjustly against a Muslim land, this great Islamic
congress would immediately issue a proclamation to all Muslims of holy
war against that state, as well as pronounce a boycott of the products
and commercial agents of that state. All Muslims would rise and draw
sword from sheath for battle.

The account went on to relate that the plan fell through when Ab-
diilhamid II attempted to assert his prerogative as caliph by demanding
that he serve as president of the congress, a move resisted by Afghani.*

There is no further confirmation that the organization of a Muslim
congress was among the tasks assigned to Afghani or among the activ-
ities in which he indulged on his own initiative. Shaykh Ahmad-i Ruhi
Kirmani, shortly before his extradition to Iran and secret execution for
complicity in the assassination of Nasir al-Din Shah, wrote only that
the task of the Iranian circle around Afghani, in which he himself
participated, was the mobilization of specifically Shi“i opinion.* Shaykh
Ahmad-i Ruhi’s brother, Afzal al-Mulk Kirmani, who was also in this
Istanbul circle, gives precisely the same impression.* This is also evident
in the poem by Mirza Aqa Khan Kirmani on those activities in which
he was engaged.*” It is thus not impossible that the congress account
was a fiction which flourished in Iran among those reluctant to believe
that Afghani was a true servant of the Ottoman sultan, and so must
have had in mind some purpose or plan other than the aggrandizement
of the Ottoman caliphate.

But if Afghani did propose such a congress, he might have done so
in a memorandum to which he made allusion in an undated letter to
Abdiilhamid II:

When [ received the Caliphal edict ordering me to submit and expound
my humble opinion concerning the possibilities of a unification of [the
world of] Islam, I felt happiness as if the eight gates of Paradise had been
opened to me, and I wrote down a summary of my humble opinion on
this subject in accordance with Your High Imperial order and submitted
it to the Caliphal threshold. Since not a word concerning this matter has
been uttered until now, I have unfortunately arrived at the conclusion
that the project has been thrown into the corner of oblivion or that it
has been burned by the fire of malice of partial and malicious persons,
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or its contents were misinterpreted by latter-day wise men so as to diverge
from its sublime intention and it was consequently lodged among sub-
versive literature.*®

But as no such memorandum has yet surfaced, its precise contents
remain unknown. All that is certain is that Afghani did not advocate
such a congress in consistent fashion even when he had the opportunity
in Paris to do so without interference.

The absence of such an appeal was not incongruous with his greater
message. In this respect, one can point to parallels between Afghani and
his near-contemporaries, Theodor Herzl and W. E. B. Du Bois, who
both fashioned pan-movements analogous to that which Afghani as-
pired to fashion. All three shared their promotion of the revolutionary
renewal of their peoples at moments of crisis and stress; their insistence
that these widely scattered peoples, tied not by language but by religion
or race, constituted nations; and their mercurial personalities. But in one
important respect Afghani differed from both, for he sought the means
to his ends almost exclusively through close attachment to a sovereign
Muslim ruler, and approached several during the course of a long career.
All of them disappointed him.

In contrast, Herzl built an autonomous organization structured around
periodic congresses of his disciples and supporters, after the first of
which he claimed in his diary that he had founded the Jewish state.
Du Bois considered his greatest achievement that string of pan-African
congresses which he himself had organized, and through which he
claimed to have altered the course of Western policy in Africa. Herzl
and Du Bois succeeded as organizers because their peoples were without
sovereign power and without sense of political center, while Afghani
labored in Muslim capitals among Muslim rulers, with their palaces,
armies, bureaucracies, and entrenched interests. He either preferred or
was forced to work through powerful patrons, and ended his career as
a conventional Hamidian emissary.

It is not remarkable that the Ottoman state refused to entertain plans
for a congress on the grand scale envisioned by Blunt or described by
Lutf Allah Asadabadi: as a forum for election of caliphs, modification
of the sharica, and proclamations of jihad. But neither was the Ottoman
reaction to the proposal for a smaller Sunni-Shi forum enthusiastic.
This idea was certainly in circulation, and was repeatedly presented to
Ottoman officials by an eccentric member of the Qajar house, Abu al-
Hasan Mirza Shaykh al-Ra’is (1846/7-1920). His background was a
privileged one. Shaykh al-Ra°is received a thorough religious education,
and the excellent oratorical skills he exhibited in the mosque advanced
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him quickly, until he was one of the foremost religious figures in Mash-
had. But even then he exhibited a proclivity for enlightened thought
which would later expose him to various accusations. In 1884 he quar-
reled with the governor of Khurasan, and so found it expedient to leave
Mashhad and proceed to Mecca, Madina, and finally Istanbul. There
he remained for two years, studying and preaching, and “dressed in the
customary Ottoman clerical garb.” This assimilation eventually became
even more pronounced, and Shaykh al-Ra°is was soon composing poems
in Arabic to Abdilhamid and receiving gifts of money in return. *° In
Qajar Iran of the time, this degree of philo-Ottomanism was incon-
gruous.

As part of this thorough transformation, Shaykh al-Ra’is took to the
idea of a formal reconciliation between the Ottoman Empire and Qajar
Iran. In August 1886, he met with Cevdet Pasa, Ottoman minister of
justice, and an aide from the Ottoman commission for Muslim refugees,
to suggest a seven-point plan toward this projected rapprochement.
Shaykh al-Ra’is presented a general argument for reconciliation which
was met with some skepticism by his hosts, and then elaborated his
specific proposals. The Ottoman press would be made to revise its
position toward Iran. A newspaper, “The Unity of Islam,” would be
published, to inform Ottoman subjects that the sultan desired Ottoman
unification with the state and people of Iran. Gifts and attention would
be bestowed upon the mausoleums venerated by the Twelver Shi“a, so
as to win hearts. Special consideration would be given to defending
Shi< prerogatives in Ottoman Iraq, and the state’s officials would regard
Shiq and Sunni as equals. The Ottoman policy of discouraging marriages
between Ottoman and Iranian subjects would be abandoned. Iranian
pilgrims to the holy cities of Mecca and Madina would be shown every
courtesy, and the Ottoman ministry of publications would censor books
and articles hostile to the Shi“a. To all this, Cevdet and his aide replied—
almost brusquely—that each proposal was worthy, but that change was
demanded on the Iranian side as well.®®

At the same time, Shaykh al-Ra’is composed a short book entitled
Ittihad-i Islam, which was not published until ten years later, in Bombay.
The work effusively praised Abdiilhamid for his enlightened, progres-
sive rule, and his laudable efforts as caliph to unify Islam, and stressed
that the Shi<i shah could never gain comparable recognition as the imam
of the Muslims. Shaykh al-Ra’is then made this proposal: a spiritual
assembly called “The Progress of Islam” would be created to gather the
great men of religion from the shrine cities in Iraq and from Mashhad.
The assembly would be free from all official interference, to ensure the
participation of Shi<is from the (Russian-held) Caucasus and (British-
ruled) India. The body would promote both the reconciliation of the
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sects (fagrib) and the spread of Islam (fabligh).5* The nucleus of the
assembly would be Shi, but Shaykh al-Ra’is strongly implied its even-
tual extension to all Muslims.

The Ottomans never showed any discernible enthusiasm for these
plans, although they continued to patronize Shaykh al-Ra’is. He re-
turned to Iran for a time, but was soon back in Istanbul, where he joined
Afghani, Shaykh Ahmad-i Ruhi Kirmani, Mirza Aqa Khan Kirmani,
and the circle of Iranians who wrote epistles and letters to Shiis in Iraq
and abroad on behalf of Abdilhamid. He also became an enthusiast of
Malkum Khan’s, and shared with the Istanbul Azali Babis a nearly
blasphemous tone in corresponding with him.>?

According to one account, Shaykh al-Ra’is also stopped in Acre during
a trip through the Levant, visited “Abd al-Baha>, and gave the spiritual
guide of the Bahai faction of Babis his unqualified allegiance.>® Another
account relates that once Shaykh al-Rais had returned to Iran, Baha’i
missionaries were instructed by “Abd al-Baha> to win him to their cause
by any means, and so offered to send him to America to propagate their
faith. Word was soon out that Shaykh al-Ra’is had accepted the Baha’i
offer; he rushed to the pulpit at Friday prayer to deny the charge, and
to remind his listeners of his lifetime of devotion to Muslim unity.
Either on account of the allegation of Baha’i affinities, or in retribution
for the prominent role of Shaykh al-Ra’is in the constitutional revolution
of 1908, there was difficulty upon his death in having the principal
mujtahid of Mashhad authorize his burial on the consecrated premises
which Shaykh al-Ra’is had chosen. These last episodes in his life suggest
that his eccentricity met with disapproval, so that the first rudimentary
suggestion of a Muslim congress reached Iran as it had reached the
Ottoman Empire: through the medium of a suspected political subver-
sive and religious nonconformist.

There is thus much evidence that the congress idea first emerged from
the extreme margins of nineteenth-century Islam as a radical alternative
to the established authority of the Ottoman and Qajar ruling houses
and traditional religious institutions. A last example fits this pattern
closely. “A group of Indian, Arab and Turkish Muslims have taken the
initiative to convoke, in 1896, a pan-Islamic congress, to discuss various
questions concerning the current situation in Islam.” Attached to this
announcement, published in the Parisian Revue de [lslam, was a disser-
tation on the decline of Islam which ridiculed the “perfidious current”
on the Bosphorus, and predicted the inevitable dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire. What would become of the secular traditions of Mus-
lim power, speculated the article, once the caliph’s realm was reduced
to Asia Minor? Alongside this prophetic pessimism was a presentation
of the reformist view of decline. Islam was not hostile to progress or
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the well-being of women, or a cause of decadence or ignorance, as the
great Muslim scientific achievements of the past testified. Rather, Mus-
lims had been overtaken by their own atrophy, criminal negligence, and
impiety.

This question of education and science, it was asserted, would figure
prominently in the congress, in which only Muslims would participate.
And where would this event, which would “clear Islam of many unjust
accusations, and establish its place in the concert of modern civiliza-
tions,” take place? “There has been hesitation concerning the site of
this congress, for it requires complete guarantees of independence. Some
have proposed Tangier, others Cairo. Granada has been spoken of: the
Spanish government would clear the Alhambra, where a large mosque
would be made available for the event.”>

Each of these proposed sites was under non-Muslim rule, a fact which
would have better guaranteed the independence necessary for an attack
on the Ottoman state. Nothing more was related about the authors of
this plan or their efforts to effect it, but the major components remained
constant: a radical reformism linked to a negation of established claims
to Muslim primacy. The congress concept, innovative in a period of
recrudescent conservatism, had appeared in every instance in intimate
association with reputed freethinkers, rationalists, skeptics, and non-
Muslim visionaries. It evoked hostility from established political and
theological authority, within and beyond the Ottoman Empire and Qajar
Iran, and excited more suspicion than interest before the close of the
century.
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First Proposals from Cairo

IN THE independent Ottoman and Qajar states, the congress idea
and its early advocates bore a stigma. Only in British Egypt, an occupied
country whose liberation was advocated so persistently by Blunt and
Afghani, was the idea allowed to flourish. From subjugated Cairo, Mu-
hammad “Abduh (1849-1905), Blunt’s associate and Afghani’s disciple,
further propagated the congress idea. This he did in collaboration with
his own student, Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935), from Syrian
Tripoli. Their instrument was al-Manar, a Cairo journal of religious and
political affairs, and perhaps the most widely circulated Muslim peri-
odical of its time. The achievement of these two men was that they
took advanced notions of religious reform, tainted by association with
skepticism, and through judicious recasting made them more widely
palatable. Among those notions was that of a Muslim congress.

The bond linking “Abduh to Afghani and Blunt was a close one.
Blunt’s quest for the true Islam had led him to “Abduh, then a shaykh
from the Delta teaching at al-Azhar, as early as 1881. The debt owed
by the Englishman to the Egyptian was an acknowledged one, and Blunt
found in “Abduh a sympathizer with his radical ideas on religious reform
and the caliphate:

Sheykh Mohammed Abdu was strong on the point that what was needed
for the Mohammedan body politic was not merely reforms but a true
religious reformation. On the question of the Caliphate he looked at that
time, in common with most enlightened Moslems, to its reconstruction
on a more spiritual basis. He explained to me how a more legitimate
exercise of its authority might be made to give new impulse to intellectual
progress, and how little those who for centuries had held the title had
deserved the spiritual headship of believers. The House of Othman for
two hundred years had cared almost nothing for religion, and beyond the
right of the sword had no claim any longer to allegiance. They were still
the most powerful Mohammedan princes and so able to do most for the
general advantage, but unless they could be induced to take their position
seriously a new Emir el Mumenin might legitimately be looked for.!

In “Abduh’s writings, too, there was a discernible affection, if not pref-
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erence, for the Arabs in this matter, although never in terms as extreme
as Blunt’s.?

More important was “Abduh’s relationship with Afghani. When Af-
ghani came to Cairo, first in 1869 and again in 1871, “Abduh became
his fervent acolyte. Later, following “Abduh’s self-incriminating in-
volvement in the “Urabi revolt, he joined Afghani in that Paris room
where together they wrote and edited al--Urwa al-wuthga. Although Af-
ghani and “Abduh parted in 1884 upon the closure of the newspaper,
never to meet again, an important correspondence between them sur-
vives. From it, we learn that “Abduh took it upon himself to spread the
word, at least during a visit to Tunis, that a/-<-Urwa al-wuthqa was not
simply a newspaper but a secret Muslim society under Afghani’s guid-
ance, with branches throughout the Muslim world. Unfortunately, only
the internal regulations of the “fourth cell” of this imaginary society
survive, so that it is impossible to say whether “Abduh envisioned a
general Muslim congress of all the cells within the secret society.? It
seems nonetheless certain that “Abduh was fully acquainted with the
congress idea as it appeared in Blunt’s work, and as possibly mentioned
by Afghani.

In 1897, “Abduh, soon to be mufti of Egypt, was joined in Cairo by
Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida, a young enthusiast of religious reform
from Syrian Tripoli. That same year, they founded a/-Manar, a journal
which advanced reformist ideas through Qur anic exegesis and political
commentary. Al-Manar was controversial from the very beginning. Ac-
cording to a group of ulama who asked that it be barred from Tunisia
in 1904, the journal “had not ceased to undermine, at their foundations,
the most essential and least debatable principles of Muslim orthodoxy.”*
Rashid Rida was often accused during his lifetime of religious noncon-
formism, and was the target of an ugly disturbance which followed a
lesson taught by him in 1908 at the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus.®
In “Abduh and Rida, then, the congress idea remained associated with
far-reaching reformism. Yet a/-Manar’s wide circulation, and consequent
influence upon thought among Muslim readers as distant as Java and
South Africa, gained for their ideas a more extensive following than in
the past.® Through a/-Manar, the rationale for a congress made inroads
far afield.

Al-Manar first raised the congress issue in an article on religious re-
form, directed to Abdiilhamid and published in 1898 in the first volume
of the new journal. The article opened with explicit reference to Ab-
diilhamid as amir al-mu’minin, and then went on to note that the uni-
fication of creeds, teachings, and laws was the most important principle
of Islamic reform.
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This reform is consistent with the creation of an Islamic society, under
the auspices of the caliph, which will have a branch in every Islamic land.
Its greatest branch should be in Mecca, a city to which Muslims come
from all over the world and where they fraternize at its holy sites. The
most important meeting of this branch should be held during the pil-
grimage season, when members (4#°d#°) from the rest of the branches in
the rest of the world come on pilgrimage. Thus they can bring back to
their own branches whatever is decided, secretly and openly, in the general
assembly (al-mujtama“al-“amm). This is one of the advantages of establishing
the great society at Mecca rather than Dar al-Khilafa [Istanbul]. There are
other advantages, the most important among them being the distance [of
Mecca] from the intrigues and suspicions of [non-Muslim] foreigners, and
security from their knowing what there is no need for them to know,
either in part or in whole.”

Here was an early expression of that radical concept of pilgrimage
which set Muslim reformers apart. The traditional pilgrimage was an
obligation performed usually once, by individual Muslims in search of
a transcendent religious experience of communion with God. The ex-
change of ideas between pilgrims themselves was incidental. Shaykhs
‘Abduh and Rida made that exchange central. An article in a/-Manar
lamented the attitude of returning pilgrims, who spoke much about
their journey and not at all about the circumstances under which their
Muslim brethren elsewhere lived. This was contrary to the meaning of
the name “Arafat, the great plain on which all pilgrims stood before
God at the close of the pilgrimage: it was a place not only of ritual and
prayer, but mutual acquaintance (taaruf).

In Mecca itself, this exchange would be institutionalized. The pro-
posed society would publish a religious journal in the holy city, and
work to counter religious innovations and corrupt teachings. A book
would be composed by the society, in which the principles of Muslim
faith would be set down in conformity with the society’s decisions.
This work would then be translated into all Muslim languages, “and
the caliph would announce that f4is is Islam, and all who believe in it
are brethren in faith.” The caliph would also order the society to com-
pose books of law, drawn from all the schools (madhahib) and adapted
to contemporary circumstances, and the resulting legislation would take
effect in all Muslim states. But the caliph himself, while presiding over
this unification, would be a member like all other members in the
society.

The choice of Mecca as the society’s center, and the relegation of the
caliph to the position of an ordinary member of the society, were prob-
ably sufficient to alert Ottoman authorities to the nature of this proposal.
The appeal, although couched in a deferential tone, could only offend
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Ottoman sensibilities and those Muslims for whom the claims of Istan-
bul and the Ottoman caliphate were not open to dispute. The following
year, “Abduh and Rida complained that their proposal had played on
the minds of these Muslims, and had taken a strange form among some
writers. These had urged that the Muslim congress (a/-mu *tamar al-islami)
be convened in Istanbul. This modification was completely detached
from reality, argued an article in 4/-Manar: not only would a congress
set in Istanbul do more harm than good, but the idea was opposed by
Abdiilhamid himself. The evidence for this opposition, theorized the
article, could be found in the complete absence of such a proposal from
the Istanbul press.® The proposal for an Istanbul congress had originated
not in Istanbul, but in the Indian Muslim press, and a/-Manar cited an
Indian example calling for the creation of an Islamic association (mujtama
islami) in Istanbul, under the presidency of Abdiilhamid.!°

The poor reception which greeted a/-Manar's proposal was evidenced
in yet another controversy. In one of his pieces on Islam, the French
historian and diplomat Gabriel Hanotaux, against whom “Abduh had
launched a vigorous polemic, wrote that Paris was an appropriate site
for the creation of a society of ulama from all parts. Such a society,
Hanotaux argued, would draw Muslims closer to France. Al-Manar
launched a vigorous attack upon this suggestion, and repeated the prin-
ciples of its earlier proposal.

How did the Muslims receive this [original] proposal? The great majority
are neither sensitive nor thoughtful, and as far as those assigned to write
and thus guide the Muslims through the newspapers, they disfigured the
proposal and turned away from its intent. They started writing articles
urging an “Islamic congress” (muw’tamar islami) in Istanbul, and so could
not wait to divert the proposal into the deserts of fantasy, except to urge
a switch in the venue. Among our proofs against them, by which we
made them realize the error of their opinion, was to ask whether there
was even one Istanbul newspaper that supported this appeal, given that
all of these newspapers are virtually official, and print only what the
authorities wish them to print.!

From al-Manar’s account, it was thus clear that Abdiilhamid continued
to oppose the idea of a congress, not only in Mecca but under his own
auspices in the Ottoman capital. The reasons for his opposition to a
Meccan congress were apparent, given his concern over Arab separatism
in general and Hijazi autonomy in particular.!? The Istanbul setting
probably was rejected on other grounds. It almost certainly seemed to
the authorities a roundabout means for the establishment of a struc-
turally parliamentary forum in the capital of the Empire. As the point
of Hamidian pan-Islam, in the domestic sphere, was the enhancement
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of the absolute authority of sultan-caliph, support for such a congress
would have directly contradicted established policy.

Yet while a/-Manar was incapable of overcoming these obstacles to
the organization of a congress, the journal was the perfect device for
the wide dissemination of the idea through a literary piece of fiction.
The congress idea was given detailed expression for the first time in
“Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi’s well-known Arabic treatise, Umm al-gura,
first published in 1900.* Umm al-gura, one of the names of Mecca, was
where Kawakibi set a fictional Muslim congress the proceedings of
which he ostensibly recorded but in fact composed.'* Umm al-qura rep-
resented not only the most imaginative treatment, but also the most
virulently anti-Ottoman elaboration, of the congress theme. For in these
imaginary proceedings, Kawakibi argued at length for an end to the
Ottoman caliphate, and its replacement by an Arabian Qurashi cali-
phate in close association with a great Muslim congress. Rashid Rida
took this work and made it famous, through serialization in a/-Manar.

Kawakibi (1854-1902) and his writings were not celebrated during
his lifetime, so that important questions about his political affiliations
and sincerity remain unresolved. Even the details of his public career
are not clear. He was born in Aleppo to a scholarly family, and spent
his youth in that city and in Antioch, receiving a solid education in
Arabic, Turkish, and Persian. He showed ability, and while still in his
twenties he gained a reputation as editor of Aleppo’s official newspaper,
al-Furat, and then as editor of a series of other Aleppan newspapers. His
further journalistic career seems to have been one of advancement,
sudden reversals, and clashes with various Ottoman governors, the rea-
sons for which are now obscure. At the height of his Aleppan period,
he filled a number of bureaucratic posts concerned with local admin-
istration. The reasons for his disaffection and fall from favor are no
longer clear, but while still in Aleppo he began to compose Umm al-qura,
an explicit repudiation of that Arabo-Turkish symbiosis in which he
was formed. In 1899, at the urging of a friend, he left for Cairo, with
the intention of publishing his work.®

Once in Cairo, he immediately published a series of implicitly anti-
Ottoman articles on despotism in the Cairo daily 4/-Muwayyad, under the
title Taba’i < al-istibdad .’ At the same time, Kawakibi revised his draft of
Umm al-qura six times before its clandestine publication in 1900 under
the pseudonym of al-Sayyid al-Furati.” It seems certain that the influ-
ence upon Umm al-gura of Rashid Rida and perhaps Muhammad “Abduh
was great, for Rashid Rida later wrote that the draft first presented in
Cairo by Kawakibi was only an outline, and was much expanded in
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consultation with himself and others. “I have the original manuscript
that confirms this,” wrote Rida over thirty years later.!®

It is thus reasonable to see in Umm al-qura a further elaboration of
ideas current in the circle of Afghani’s disciples, and the theories of
Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, for the familiar theme which ran through Ka-
wakibi’s work was the need for radical religious reform.' Like his pred-
ecessors, he insisted that there was some kernel of belief and ritual
which was incontestably Islamic and indisputably valid, obscured by
accretions which were neither. Kawakibi demanded a stripping away
of these accretions, particularly Sufism, and urged an apologetic cam-
paign in defense of the kernel laid bare. This attempt to reduce an
integrated tradition to pristine essentials had led Afghani and “Abduh
to skepticism, and attracted Shaykh al-Ra’is Qajar to Babism. Where
it left Kawakibi, one cannot say, for nothing survives concerning his
own convictions. During his lifetime, Kawakibi was not personally at-
tacked for his religious views, as were Afghani, Shaykh al-Ra"is, “Abduh,
and Rida, for Kawakibi published under pseudonyms and lived his
creative period in relative obscurity.

Umm al-qura, then, was in great part a repetition of ideas made familiar
by Kawakibi’s predecessors, and on most questions, Kawakibi’s views
were virtually identical with the reformist opinions given currency at
the same time by “Abduh and Rida. Kawakibi’s originality lay rather
in his vivid presentation of these ideas, set down in the fictional and
dramatic framework of a Muslim congress held in Mecca during the
pilgrimage season of 1898. The nominal narrator, al-Sayyid al-Furati
(Kawakibi himself), describes how he was moved to gather a congress
and embark on a journey through the Arabic-speaking provinces of the
Ottoman Empire to collect participants. Once in Mecca, he recruits
another contingent from among the most notable pilgrims of more dis-
tant lands. Twenty-two Muslims, each representing a different com-
munity from Fez to China, are finally gathered together by the narrator,
and Kawakibi uses their discussions as a vehicle for advancing a broad
range of radical religious and social arguments.

Yet the congress setting was not only a literary device, but was itself
one of those useful innovations for which Umm al-qura argued so force-
fully. First of all, there was the congress for which Umm al-qura served
as an account, and which Kawakibi entitled the Congress of Islamic
Revival (Muw’tamar al-nahda al-islamiyya). Kawakibi gave this event the
character of an ad hoc and clandestine gathering of some two dozen
interested participants, who met in structured sessions, elected officers,
and passed a set of resolutions. The wealth of detail offered by Kawakibi
for the twelve sessions of this imaginary congress can be appreciated
only through a full reading of the proceedings.
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The third session, devoted to the decadence which afflicted Muslims,
was not untypical. A participant from Istanbul blamed Muslim rulers
for interference in areas reserved for Islamic law; a Kurdish participant
pointed instead to the neglect of certain natural sciences by the ulama;
and an Afghan participant cited poverty and the fiscal rapacity of gov-
ernment as the cause. Further opinions were offered by participants
from Egypt, the Najd, and China, as well as by an English Muslim from
Liverpool.

Implicit in Kawakibi’s presentation was the idea that such an orga-
nized exchange of ideas was instructive and worthy of frequent repe-
tition, for Kawakibi has this small group adopt a provisional charter
(ganun) for regulation of a permanent body entitled the Society for the
Edification of the Unitarians (Jam“iyyat ta“lim al-muwahhidin). This pro-
jected society would consist of one hundred Muslims of solid reputation,
whose precise method of selection was not explained. Ten of these
would enjoy the rank of active members (“amilun), another ten would
serve in advisory capacities, and the remainder as honorary function-
aries. The select twenty, for whom there were special language and
residency requirements, would be elected in an annual general assembly
of the society. The twenty then would elect a president, vice-president,
first and second secretaries, and a treasurer, for limited terms. The gen-
eral assembly in annual session would fill a broad supervisory role,
while the select twenty, required to remain at the headquarters of the
society for eight months each year, would carry on the society’s daily
functions. Upon the treasurer would devolve the usual responsibility
for the raising and disbursement of funds. The other active and advisory
members would be entrusted with carrying out a broad campaign to
inform Muslims of their errors and rejuvenate religious thought through
publications, educational programs, and missionary activities.?

Beyond these functional provisions, inspired no doubt by a foreign
model, were articles in the charter which made explicit Kawakibi’s the-
ories on the primacy of the Arabs in Islam. Kawakibi made the ability
to read, write, and speak Arabic a basic requirement of the society’s
elect. The charter designated Mecca the official center (a/-markaz al-rasmi)
of the Society for the Edification of the Unitarians. Istanbul was rele-
gated to the status of a branch (shu“ba), the same position enjoyed in
Umm al-qura by Cairo, Damascus (for a/-Sham), Aden, Hail, Tiflis, Te-
heran, Khiva, Kabul, Calcutta, Delhi, Singapore, Tunis, and Marrakesh.
The charter further emphasized that the society would not be aligned
with any Muslim state, an indication that it would not legitimize Ot-
toman pretensions. In the charter, then, the organizational format of
the congress appeared once again in an explicitly anti-Ottoman context.

But just as the congress described in Umm al-qura was preparatory to
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a larger society, so the society was conceived by Kawakibi as preparatory
to yet another organizational innovation. The dignitaries assembled un-
der the society’s auspices were to commit themselves to the convening
of an even greater congress: “Three years after its inauguration, the
society will endeavor to convince Muslim kings and princes to convene
an official congress (mu’tamar rasmi) in Mecca, attended by delegates
from each of them, over whom shall preside the least of these princes.
The subject of the proceedings shall be religious policy (al-siyasa al-
diniyya).”** The results of this great congress were anticipated by Ka-
wakibi, through the medium of a fictional Indian Muslim prince’s com-
mentary appended to the fictional proceedings.?> A general advisory
body (hayat al-shura al-“amma) of one hundred members, some elected
and others delegated by Muslim sultans and amirs, would meet in Mecca
for one month each year, on the eve of the pilgrimage. This official
body would elect an Arab caliph of Quraysh, who would serve for a
period of three years, after which his term of office required renewal.
His own effective reach would extend only to the Hijaz, which was to
be defended by a Muslim force drawn from all Muslim states. Both the
caliph and the advisory body would desist from interference in the
internal affairs of Muslim states, and would concern themselves only
with “religious questions.” Thus was manifested Kawakibi’s radical vi-
sion of the exclusively spiritual role of the caliphate, and his utter
rejection of the Ottoman claim.

The book made some impression upon initial publication, although
the earliest edition of the work is rare.?® It seems to have been difficult
to come by even at the turn of the century, for when the first serialized
installments appeared in Rashid Rida’s a/-Manar in 1902, various Egyp-
tian newspapers were unable to secure the full original edition. “At-
tempts to find this work have always been without result,” reported
Les Pyramides in 1902. “What became of it? One supposes that all the
copies had been confiscated, then burnt.”?* Kawakibi thus remained
unknown even to his few readers, and was led, by necessity or interest,
to make his living in the service of the Khedive of Egypt, “Abbas Hilmi
II.>> This had some effect upon Umm al-gura, in which there is an in-
congruous passage invoking the aid of the Khedive, and placing the
provisional center of the Society for the Edification of the Unitarians
in Egypt. Nor was Kawakibi averse to serving the Khedive as an agent,
and he went as far as Yemen to preach not an Arab caliphate of Quraysh,
but a caliphate of Egypt’s ruling house. In this fashion, Kawakibi man-
aged to maintain himself in the brief period between his arrival in Cairo
and his sudden death in 1902, at which time he was buried at the
Khedive’s expense.

Rashid Rida would not have serialized Umm al-qura in his widely
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circulated a/-Manar had it been readily available, so that when the first
installment did appear, shortly before Kawakibi’s death, the effect was
mildly sensational. Many believed that the Meccan congress described
in Umm al-qura had taken place. The book itself probably let loose the
rumor current in Egypt in 1901, that seventy-two delegates from all
Muslim countries had met in Mecca and decided to strip Abdiilhamid
of the caliphate.?* The publication of the book in a/-Manar spread this
rumor yet further, and the Arab separatist Negib Azoury, in his state-
ment La Reveil de la nation arabe, alleged that Kawakibi had been unjus-
tifiably persecuted by Abdiilhamid, adding:

Last year, a committee composed of several ulama met at Mecca to de-
liberate on the institution of a purely religious caliphate located at Mecca.
This committee decided to confide this important dignity to a Christian
foreigner, rather than leave it to the loathsome Abdul-Hamid, for it is
written in the sacred books of Islam that an infidel but just prince is
better than an unjust Muslim prince. The sultan learned of the existence
of this committee and of some of its resolutions. To prevent this dangerous
movement from spreading beyond the tomb of the Arab Prophet, he
ordered the vali of the Hedjaz to provoke a massacre of pilgrims, and so
render the trip perilous to all civilized Muslims.?”

Here was not only an affirmation that the congress met, but the addition
of willful distortions to Kawakibi’s account. Azoury was also joined by
a number of orientalists who took the proceedings of Umm al-qura as
genuine. D. S. Margoliouth was perhaps the first of them to write about
the congress as though it had occurred, and the error was often re-
peated.?®

But whether mistaken for a genuine account or understood as political
literature, Umm al-qura attracted important interest in the congress idea,
for the concept henceforth was identified with a cause. Umm al-qura was
written in Arabic, on the eve of a period in which Arabic-speakers
openly challenged Turkish-speakers for primacy in Islam. Kawakibi did
far more than Blunt, or even “Abduh and Rida, to associate the congress
idea closely with one side of this incipient struggle. He also put flesh
on the bones, for here were an agenda, protocols, and a rudimentary
model for procedure, offered in a vivid Arabic. With the passage of
time, Umm al-qura became widely known for its message of Arab primacy,
earning for Kawakibi a posthumous fame. Modern scholarship has done
much to correct the version of Kawakibi’s life which emerged from his
canonization by Arab nationalists, and has established his frequent re-
sort to plagiarism. Yet Umm al-qura, although a collection of borrowed
ideas by an author of mixed motives, was nonetheless of signal im-
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portance to the evolution of the congress idea. The book presented a
detailed and imaginative construction of a gathering which hitherto had
been conceived only in the most abstract sense. Kawakibi filled out the
proposals of his predecessors with an engaging text that commanded
the attention of reformers and their opponents alike. His influential
work thus had a dual effect: it attracted to the congress idea a wide
sympathy among those in the expanding reformist school; and it further
assured for the concept an abiding Ottoman hostility.



FOUR
A PRACTICAL PLAN

The Gasprinskii Initiative of
1907 and Sequel

LATE in October 1907, a Crimean Muslim in Western attire,
speaking excellent French but little or no Arabic, disembarked from a
steamer in an Egyptian port and proceeded to Cairo. He first arranged
for the services of a young Kazan Tatar pursuing religious studies in
Cairo, for it was essential to the visitor’s purpose that he convey ideas
in Arabic.! Within a few days, Ismail Gasprinskii [Gasprali], and his
concept of a Muslim congress in Cairo, were the subjects of widespread
Egyptian comment and speculation.

Gasprinskii (1851-1914) was born in a village near Baghchesaray, to
a father who had served as a translator to the Russian governor-general
of the Caucasus at the time of the Samil uprising in Daghistan.? Gas-
prinskii himself was educated in a Russian gymnasium, and at military
lycées in Voronezh and Moscow. He then divided three formative years
between Paris and Istanbul in preparation for a military career in Ot-
toman service allegedly denied him by Russian intervention. Disap-
pointed, he returned to Baghchesaray to take up a career as an educator,
author, and journalist. Gasprinskii’s Terciiman/Perevodchik, a Turkish
newspaper published continuously at Baghchesaray from 1883 until
several years after his death, exercised a wide influence upon his own
generation of Turkish-speaking Muslims under Russian rule.?

Terciiman developed a number of themes elaborated previously by the
Tatar reformer Kayyum Nasirl.* Gasprinskii similarly argued for Russo-
Muslim rapprochement, the study of Russian as a key to economic and
social transformation, and the emancipation of Muslim women. To
achieve these aims, he advocated the reform of Muslim mekteb and medrese
through the introduction of modern, essentially Russian, pedagogical
approaches (usul-1 cedid). “They accuse me of betraying my people, almost
of betraying Islam,” Gasprinskii once said of those who criticized his
radical reforms. “There are those who say that I am more of a Russian
than is a Muscovite.”””

Gasprinskii was indeed a conscious westernizer, resigned to a shared
future with the Great Russian people. He preached not insularity and
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resistance, but the integration of Russian Muslims into wider Russian
society through rapid Westernization. His methods were indisputably
those of collaboration and adaptation: he did not flee Baghchesaray,
and his military expertise, such as it was, went untested. Gasprinskii,
then, shared the-reformist-convictions of a/-~Urwa al-wuthga and al-Manar,
but was far more quietist, for he was subjected to all the limitations
imposed by Tsarist censorship. So it was until 1905, when Gasprinskii
began to seek personal atonement for past quiescence. The period of
reaction that followed the collapse of the 1905 Russian revolution rad-
icalized Muslim liberals, many of whom left the country for Turkey
and Europe. Gasprinskii was not prepared to take this drastic step, but
sought to compensate by adopting a less compliant tone. “My first, long
period, and that of my Perevodchik [Terciiman], is finished, and a second,
short, but probably more stormy period is beginning, when the old
teacher and popularizer must become political. For the lack of another
[newspaper], Perevodchik must be turned into a purely political organ and
must open a cold, calculated and persistant campaign against the internal
and external enemies of our Turkic people.”® In the past, Terciman had
served as a vehicle for news about Muslims elsewhere, but it now began
to speak in a more forward language on the subject of Muslim solidarity.

Gasprinskii proposed a congress.” It is impossible to say how he arrived
at the idea, but several possibilities suggest themselves. As a student
cadet in Moscow (1865-67), Gasprinskii was “adopted” socially by the
family of the noted pan-Slavist publisher and journalist, Mikhail Kat-
kov, who invited the young Tatar to his home each week. Here, too,
Gasprinskii spent a summer vacation. At precisely this time, Katkov
was a central figure in the Moscow Slavic Benevolent Committee, which
organized a pan-Slavic congress in 1867; and there is evidence that
Gasprinskii was impressed by the organizational concerns of the Mos-
cow pan-Slavists.® Gasprinskii also had been involved in the three Rus-
sian Muslim congresses of 1905-6: he was a leading participant in each,
and preparations consumed a great deal of his energy. His organizational
experience was therefore considerable. Nor was it impossible that he
first encountered the idea in al-Manar, as some of the material for Ter-
ciiman was drawn from the Arabic reformist press.

His own appeal for a “general Muslim congress” first appeared in
Terciiman and was brought to Western attention by the Jewish-Hungarian
orientalist Arminius Vambeéry, a subscriber to the paper, in a letter from
Budapest to the London Times. Reuters carried a synopsis of Vambeéry’s
letter, transmitting the news to Cairo. According to Gasprinskii himself,
Egyptian journalists then learned that he was already in the city, and
located him after a telephone search of the major hotels. The appeal,
in Vambery’s translation, lamented that Muslims, “wherever and under
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whatever rule they be, they always remain behind their neighbors. In
Algiers the Mahomedans are superseded by the Jews, in Crete by the
Greeks, in Bulgaria by the Bulgarians, and in Russia by everybody.”
This “deplorable state” demanded study,

but since these questions are of extraordinary interest for the cultural
revival of Islam, it is preferable to discuss these matters in a common
general way, instead of the hitherto used single and separate form. The
first congress of the Russian Mahomedans in 1905 has greatly contributed
towards the rousing and development of these thoughts, and now a much
greater necessity has arisen for the convening of a general congress, the
activity of which may be useful to Islam. The congress, embodying our
learned clergy and literary celebrities, must not be frightened by the
European clamour of Pan-Islamism, for our representatives, gathering
from all parts of the world, and striving to solve many social and cultural
questions, will open more than one hitherto barred way and door. We
shall thus be able to sanction the unavoidably necessary reforms and
innovations in Islam. . . . The world is constantly changing and progressing,
and we are left behind for many miles. As this congress, owing to certain
reasons, cannot meet in Constantinople, we trust ta be able to unite in
Cairo, which is looked upon as the second centre of Islam.'°

The Terciiman appeal left a great deal unsaid. Gasprinskii no more than
alluded to the purpose of his proposed congress, although he implied
that the deliberations would be devoted to social and cultural rather
than political affairs. Gasprinskii seems to have believed that an em-
phasis on this point would dissipate fears about the congress among
Europeans and Egyptians alike, and he repeatedly returned to this theme
once in Cairo. But in regarding the congress as an instrument for “in-
novations,” he differed not at all from his predecessors, and there was
thus no need to explain the “certain reasons” which led him to avoid
Istanbul, where he had lived and had family. Gasprinskii did not know
Cairo or its politics, and under other circumstances perhaps would have
preferred the cockpit of Istanbul to what he described as Islam’s second
center. But by this time, it was doubtless apparent to him that the
congress idea was anathema to Abdiilhamid. No less serious was the
inability of Gasprinskii, as a Russian subject, to operate freely in the
Ottoman capital. In 1874, Gasprinskii had arrived in Istanbul with the
intention of studying at the Ottoman War College, but the Russian
ambassador, Count Nikolai Ignatiev, was able to ruin Gasprinskii’s plans
through representations to the Ottoman Grand Vizier. This rejection
came as a great disappointment to Gasprinskii, and even long after
Ignatiev’s departure, Gasprinskii may have had just cause to suspect
that Ottoman authorities would respond to a Russian ambassador’s
request to curtail his activities. The organizational ties between Muslim
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opponents of Russian autocracy and Ottoman opponents of Ottoman
autocracy had already led to a measure of Russo-Ottoman cooperation
in the suppression of seditious Muslim propaganda. Cairo was beyond
Russian reach, yet was close enough to the Crimea so that, in one five-
month period, Gasprinskii was able to make three round trips by steamer
between his home and the seat of his proposed congress. Unspoken but
ever-present was the consideration that Cairo under British occupation
provided a haven for free speech which Istanbul did not.

The effect in Cairo of the Reuters announcement and word of Gas-
prinskii’s presence was electric. It is difficult now to appreciate why.
The congress concept was not at all new to Egyptian readers of a/-Manar,
and Gasprinskii was not well known in Cairo outside a small circle of
Turkish-speaking Muslim cosmopolitans and exiles who read Terciiman.
That an essentially unknown Crimean Tatar could generate such ex-
citement and anticipation was perhaps a reverberation of the Afghani
legend which, no more than a decade after his death, had surrounded
and then obscured his role. Afghani had appeared as a Muslim of un-
certain antecedents, enveloped in a charismatic aura, who had wandered
among other Muslim peoples and articulated their grievances and as-
pirations better than they themselves. This stranger, who stood above
the mire of local politics and patronage, acted as a catalyst, opening
eyes and freeing latent forces among the Muslims whom he admonished.
Perhaps it was a reenactment of this drama which Cairo anticipated of
Gasprinskii in the fall of 1907. On the first evening of November, three
hundred Egyptian political, religious and literary figures crowded into
the Continental Hotel, to be moved by Gasprinskii’s oratory.'?

It is probable that Gasprinskii’s remarks on this important occasion
did not meet the expectations of his audience. Gasprinskii had not the
linguistic agility of Afghani, and was forced to address the assembly in
Turkish, so that whatever magnification his oratorical skills lent to his
ideas was lost to all but a few listeners. Even less striking was the
content. The speech, of which we have Turkish, Arabic, and French
versions, was not stiffened by the anti-imperialism which so often char-
acterized Afghani’s oratory.'* Gasprinskii spoke not at all of political
liberation, and very little about religious reform. Instead, he offered a
dissertation on the decline of Muslim commercial acumen, to which he
directly attributed the decadence of Islam. Gasprinskii’s congress was
to explore why the Muslims did not share equally in the distribution
of wealth among nations; why they had no large steamship companies
and banks; why no Muslim traders could be found in America and
Europe; and how foreign and minority communities had come to control
the internal markets of Muslim states. In Gasprinskii’s opinion, peoples
fell under foreign domination only when, by their own fault, they failed
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to play an efficient role in the various fields of industrious activity.
“Our apathy,” not their perfidy, was responsible for foreign domination,
and political self-determination was possible only as a sequel to eco-
nomic revitalization. Rashid Rida, in assessing Gasprinskii’s remarks,
agreed that public companies were the “foundations of wealth in this
era.” Ulama who opposed the sale and purchase of shares in enterprises
like the Suez Canal, on the grounds that these transactions constituted
usurious lending, left Muslims at a severe disadvantage and invited
foreign financial domination.* It was a Muslim commonwealth in the
literal sense of which Gasprinskii spoke that evening.

This commercial theme did not interest Egyptian political factions.
From the Continental Hotel speech, it was clear that Gasprinskii was
unprepared to voice the essentially political aspirations of Egyptians,
for whom independence was a precondition for all progress.’> Nor was
he sufficiently charismatic to create his own following. Gasprinskii,
unlike Afghani, soon became dependent upon more eloquent and in-
fluential Egyptian collaborators, to interpret his ideas for what was
essentially a foreign audience. Both the Khedivial palace and its rivals,
particularly the nationalist leader Mustafa Kamil (1874-1908), sought
to play the role of intermediary, and after the Continental Hotel speech
a factional struggle began among various Egyptian political groupings
for possession of Gasprinskii’s initiative.

Rashid Rida wrote of how the rumor spread that some who were
present at the Continental Hotel speech were working behind the scenes
to seize control of the congress, and suspicions began to run high.
Mustafa Kamil himself had presided over a banquet for Gasprinskii at
the Semiramis Hotel, and it seemed for a few days that Gasprinskii had
fallen into his orbit. But Shaykh “Ali Yusuf (1863-1913), proprietor of
the daily al-Miayyad and a journalist squarely in the Khedive’s camp,
countered on behalf of the palace by organizing the Continental Hotel
forum, and arranged a meeting to establish a congress preparatory com-
mittee. He was aided by Shaykh Muhammad Tawfiq al-Bakri (1870~
1932), leader of Egyptian religious confraternities, who volunteered his
home for the session. As a young man of European-style education who
knew both French and English well, Shaykh al-Bakri was reported to
have told Abdiilhamid that “I wish for you to understand that I am
not a simple mollah; I am a political man, I have general ideas, and 1
have read Aristotle, Montesquieu, ].-J. Rousseau, Spencer, Leroy-Beau-
lieu, etc.”1¢ “Was this fin de siecle Sheikh, this curious compound of Mecca
and the Paris Boulevards, the latest development in Islamism?”’ Cromer
asked. “I should add that the combination produced no results of any
importance.”?” Shaykh al-Bakri was an irresolvable amalgam of enthu-
siasm for political freethinking and reluctance to reform the religious
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orders over which he presided.’®* He even had made his own proposal
for a biennial Muslim congress in Mecca, in a short book published not
long before Gasprinskii’s arrival.’® Shaykh al-Bakri naturally gravitated
toward Gasprinskii, and eventually made the initiative very much his
own.

Rashid Rida did not think this interest benign, and wrote that a
complaint was circulating that “al-Bakri and the proprietor of al-
Miayyad had begun to tyrannize the plan, for whatever reason, and
wanted to include in the congress whomsoever they chose.” According
to Rashid Rida, Shaykh “Ali Yusuf felt that he himself, Shaykh al-Bakri,
Hafiz “Awad (another of the Khedive’s protéges), and a number of their
friends, should serve on the preparatory committee, in recognition of
their self-evident stature. Rashid Rida replied with a demand for the
election of the committee by secret ballot. There were some outside of
Shaykh “Ali’s salon who were no less worthy, and “no one wants to
contest the competence of another to his face, not publicly, so for these
reasons all nations are agreed that an election of this sort should be
secret.”?° No consensus could be reached on this question, and Shakyh
cAli Yusuf and Muhammad Tawfiq al-Bakri, along with their associates,
proceeded in the coming days to act as an ad hoc preparatory committee.
They scheduled the first congress for November 1908, and began to
meet regularly.

It was at this point that Gasprinskii lost the initiative and its passage
to the hands of a partisan faction signaled ultimate failure. Rashid Rida
was soon alienated. On the pages of a/-Manar, he wrote of the paternity
of the congress idea in a manner which cast himself as its legitimate
guardian. He stressed throughout that Afghani had first broached the
idea, that “Abduh and Kawakibi had elaborated upon it, and that Rida
himself advanced it for Mecca in the very first volume of a/-Manar.?1
Rida saw the congress idea as his own and that of his mentors, and
Gasprinskii’s initiative as a usurpation. Rashid Rida’s resentment must
have sharpened when he was excluded from the preparatory committee,
and when the committee selected Salim al-Bishri, then between terms
as Shaykh al-Azhar, as its president. Shaykh Salim had vigorously op-
posed the Azhar reforms advocated by Muhammad “Abduh, and Rida
criticized his equally conservative role on the congress preparatory com-
mittee.??

The prominent role of Shaykh al-Bakri must have been particularly

disturbing to Rashid Rida, if one returns to a statement in his biography
of Muhammad “Abduh:

Sayyid Muhammad Tawfiq al-Bakri once told me: “I was riding with our
Shaykh [Muhammad “Abduh] one night during Ramadan along Darb al-
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Jamamiz, and mentioned what blessings God had bestowed upon him in
knowledge, wisdom, and service to Islam, and asked him: To whom should
we turn for those things with which God blessed you once you are gone?
[Muhammad “Abduh] said: Muhammad Rashid Rida, proprietor of al-
Manar.”"s

Rashid Rida’s intention in offering this anecdote was explicit: it was
Rashid Rida, not Tawfiq al-Bakri, who was the heir to “Abduh, and
hence Afghani. Just as annoying was the presence on the committee of
Ibrahim al-Hilbawi, a lawyer who had studied under Afghani while a
young Azhar student, and gained a reputation as the only one of Af-
ghani’s students daring enough to offer witticisms during his master’s
lectures.?* Rashid Rida himself had done no more than write enthused
letters to Afghani while a youth, and may have seen in Hilbawi a threat
to his claim to represent the Afghani-“Abduh tradition in his own gen-
eration. And Rashid Rida certainly must have heard disparaging things
about Hilbawi from “Abduh, for “Abduh, in a letter to Afghani over
two decades earlier, had accused Hilbawi of betraying Afghani.?® The
Gasprinskii initiative thus became a point of contention between Cairo
rivals to the Afghani legacy.

The identification of Gasprinskii with Shaykh “Ali Yusuf attached
the congress to a parochial motive, and the reservoir of support for the
idea began to evaporate. There are indications that Gasprinskii, although
on unfamiliar ground, was alert to this problem and tried to restore the
compromised neutrality of his proposal. He first attempted to ease Ot-
toman anxieties, and so shift the great weight of the Empire’s authority
to his side. The prospects for this obviously were not good. “As for the
great sultan of the Muslims,” wrote Rashid Rida,

no one doubts his displeasure with this congress and his intention to
prevent it with all his power. News items from Istanbul in some of the
newspapers already support this conclusion: the sultan is to write to the
Ottoman special commissioner to Egypt, Gazi Ahmed Muhtar Pasa, con-
cerning this, and will order a prohibition against the stopover for pilgrims
in Egypt. Some people claim that Muhtar Paga has written so already.
The aversion of the sultan to the congress will render the project offensive
to many Muslims. He fears its harm and does not anticipate its benefits,
and will prevent the publication in Ottoman newspapers of any news
about the congress before it is held, if indeed it is ever held.?®

Gasprinskii nonetheless began to write to Ottoman authorities about
his plan. In December 1907, during one of his shuttles between Bagh-
chesaray and Cairo, Gasprinskii stopped in Istanbul and was granted
an audience with the Grand Vizier Ferid Paga. It was Gasprinskii’s in-
tention to reconcile the Porte to the inevitability of the congress and
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s0 assure its participation but, according to Gasprinskii, the Grand Vizier
greeted his mention of the topic with silence.?” Al-Ahram reported that
the sultan’s opposition to the congress was explicitly conveyed to Gas-
prinskii on this occasion, and that Gasprinskii, excusing himself to his
suzerain for not abandoning the project altogether, gave assurances that
nothing would be said against the Ottoman state in the congress ses-
sions.?®

The Yildiz collection in the Bagbakanlik Arsivi, particularly the vo-
luminous collection of dispatches from Ahmed Muhtar Pasa, may even-
tually yield details on Hamidian policy toward Gasprinskii’s initiative,
but the broad lines are self-evident. The Cairo political salon with which
the idea was identified enjoyed a low reputation in Istanbul. Shaykh
“Ali Yusuf was himself a subject of Abdiilhamid’s vivid suspicion. His
newspaper, al-Mwayyad, was banned in Syria on several occasions, most
notably when it carried the original serialization of Kawakibi’s indict-
ment of tyranny, Taba’i~ al-istibdad, rightly considered a subversive tract.?
No less objectionable to Ottoman authorities must have been the pres-
ence of two Syrians, Rafiq al-“Azm and Haqqi al-“Azm, on the ad hoc
preparatory committee. Rafiq Bey had belonged to a Young Turk circle
in Syria, and when the group established contacts with exiled Young
Turks in Europe, the Ottoman police struck and Rafiq fled to Egypt.
There he began to write for the newspapers, and with Rashid Rida and
Abdullah Cevdet founded the “Ottoman Consultative Society,” which
advocated consultative government. When Abdiilhamid learned of the
existence of this dangerous society, he was said to have lost three nights’
sleep, until his agents in Egypt told him exactly who its members were.

Rafiq’s cousin, Haqqi, became the Arabic secretary of the group, and
by 1907 the society was in touch with the Salonika Committee of Union
and Progress. The favorable mention made of the congress plan in Ab-
dullah Cevdet’s own periodical, [fihad, would have excited yet more
Ottoman suspicion.*® Hafiz “Awad, yet another preparatory committee
member, was also familiar to Ottoman authorities. He once declared
that not a single Egyptian wished to see Ottoman authority reestablished
in Egypt, and when Shaykh “Ali Yusuf published this item in a/-
Mirayyad, the newspaper was banned once again in Syria.®! As far as
Ottoman authorities were concerned, Gasprinskii’s proposal had fallen
into the hands of conspiratorial Young Turks and Khedivial agents, who
bore nothing but ill will toward the Ottoman state and the sultan-
caliph.

Gasprinskii thus was forced to explore an alternative measure to re-
store the neutrality of his plan: the publication of his own Arabic news-
paper. This was intelligible only as an attempt to dissociate the congress
from Shaykh “Ali Yusuf’s political faction, for his initiative was already
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receiving detailed coverage in Shaykh “Ali’s widely circulated al/-
Mirayyad. Three issues of Gasprinskii’s a/-Nahda saw print in February-
March 1908, and their contents are the subject of a recent article.®
Gasprinskii announced that he intended to publish sixteen issues in
Cairo before proceeding to Teheran, where he planned to publish an-
other sixteen in Persian,* and then anticipated a stay in Delhi or Luck-
now, where yet another sixteen numbers would appear in Urdu. This
mobility would have diminished the initiative’s dependence not only
upon Shaykh “Ali Yusuf’s circle but upon Egyptian politicians generally.
And while Gasprinskii flattered Egyptian audiences, assuring them that
Cairo had been selected as the seat of the congress for its cultural and
geographic centrality and its “internationally privileged” situation, he
seems to have envisioned a congress which would have met elsewhere
at least occasionally. Al-Nahda, however, folded after only three issues,
for reasons that were never adequately explained. Abdullah Battal, who
edited the newspaper for Gasprinskii, wrote that a/-Nahda had expired
from a lack of public interest, and so implied that enthusiasm for the
idea had dissipated quickly. In April, the French ambassador in Cairo
wrote that the project had been checked. “He was too liberal for
them,” the ambassador wrote of Gasprinskii among the Egyptians.**
Following the Young Turk revolution of July 1908 and the restoration
of the Ottoman constitution, there seemed to be some hope for the
proposal’s resuscitation. It was believed that a new regime in Istanbul
might shed the obsessive opposition to the congress idea in evidence
throughout the reign of Abdiilhamid. Some began to speculate that the
new regime might even welcome Gasprinskii’s congress. Gasprinskii at
first rejected this suggestion, for reasons that are no longer clear. Despite
his singular lack of progress, he reiterated the centrality of Egypt and
the importance of Arabic as a Muslim common language. He pointed
to the arrangements already made in Cairo, argued that gathering in
Cairo would raise fewer European suspicions, and stressed that half of
all Muslims, like Egyptians, lived under English rule. In Cairo, he added,
there was greater freedom of speech. To his mind, it was too late to
change the congress site, but the second congress certainly could meet
in Istanbul, the third in Teheran, and subsequent congresses elsewhere.*
Either Gasprinskii feared some sort of Ottoman manipulation of the
congress, upon which he preferred not to elaborate, or he simply was
reluctant to write off the preparatory work which he had already in-
vested in Cairo. The self-consciously Muslim faction in Istanbul, par-
ticularly the group surrounding the newspaper Sirat-1 miistakim, did not
relent, and gave Gasprinskii’s proposal considerable coverage in 1909.
A lengthy open letter from a Beirut reader was published in the news-
paper, which strongly urged Gasprinskii to proceed with his work at



A PRACTICAL PLAN 45

the seat of the caliphate, and a/-Mi ayyad reported that Gasprinskii had
finally made a decision to do so0.% But if so, he did not act. Meanwhile,
the date of the Cairo congress was repeatedly pushed back by the
preparatory committee, until the event was finally set for January 1911.
But these plans suffered a serious setback when Shaykh Muhammad
Tawfiq al-Bakri, linchpin of the preparatory committee, succumbed to
severe paranoia, abdicated all his offices, and was committed to a Beirut
asylum. The foundations which Gasprinskii had constructed then dis-
integrated.

Gasprinskii was unprepared to attribute his failure to the vissicitudes
of Egyptian politics, and insisted that the opposition of the English,
Russian, and French governments had defeated the congress. But there
is no evidence that Gasprinskii’s efforts were impeded by British au-
thorities on their own initiative or on behalf of any other government.
The French only considered how they might plant a pliable Muslim
agent in the congress.*” And no interest in congress activities was shown
in British diplomatic correspondence. It is not known whether Gas-
prinskii gave up his project entirely after 1911, but he seems not to
have advanced it at all during a later trip to Bombay. Gasprinskii turned
to other themes in the last years of his life, and although he continued
to frequent Cairo and Istanbul, he dropped the congress idea from
Terciiman.

In 1911, Rashid Rida wrote something of an obituary for the proposal
in al-Manar:

It seems to us that the Muslims are not yet ready to convene a general
Muslim congress for discussion of their interests and how to improve
their lot. Intellectuals have repeatedly advocated this step, but no one
heard them, noticed them, or showed them any sympathy. It immediately
occurs to anyone who studies this question that the congress must be
held in Mecca or Madina; this is what Afghani first prophesized, what
we proposed fourteen years ago, and what Kawakibi made vivid in his
book Umm al-gura. We all know that Abdiilhamid II did not favor such a
congress in the Arabian holy cities, and neither do the Committee of
Union and Progress leaders now. Ismail Gasprinskii . . . proposed a con-
gress in Egypt a number of years ago, and his call was answered by a
faction of Egyptians. They wrote a charter for the congress and published
an invitation throughout [Muslim] lands, and no one answered their call.
Egypt is a land that enjoys the kind of freedom that would make a congress
possible here, once there is a readiness.

Rida concluded by committing himself to the eventual preparation of
Muslims for such a congress.*® This effectively marked the end of Gas-
prinskii’s initiative.

One document does shed light on how the congress might have un-
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folded had it been held: a charter drawn up by the preparatory com-
mittee and published in a number of languages, for circulation
throughout the Muslim world.* The charter’s twenty-eight articles to-
gether constituted a rudimentary attempt to give some structure to Gas-
prinskii’s inchoate proposal (see appendix 1). The document shared very
little with Kawakibi’s idealized charter. Remarkably wide powers were
vested in the preparatory committee. It was to function as an inde-
pendent body, responsible only to itself, resembling the executive and
membership committees of an exclusive society. The fifteen committee
members were self-appointed, and had the authority to add whomsoever
they chose to serve alongside them. They elected a president, two vice
presidents, a secretary and a treasurer from among their own ranks. The
committee set the date, site, hours, and duration of the general congress,
and was responsible for regulation of procedure. It was also empowered
to establish a special commission to review proposed congress agendas.
Muslims who wished to participate in the general congress organized
by the committee submitted applications. These were examined by the
committee, which admitted applicants at its discretion. Admission to
the congress, after payment of dues, assured a participant the right to
take part in the deliberations and discussions of the congress, and sim-
ilarly to give advice concerning all questions within the scope of the
congress. But “as for administrative and financial questions, these are
the exclusive preserve of the organizing committee.” The discussion by
congress participants of political issues was “absolutely forbidden,” and
propositions of a religious character were admissible only if supported
by a Qur’anic text, Prophetic example, the unanimous opinion of ulama,
or interpretation of sacred texts by analogy. There were no provisions
for voting within the congress, either to pass resolutions or to elect
officers. Resolutions and elections were effected by the committee
through a simple majority of its members. The congress was given no
say in the selection of the committee, whose members enjoyed an ab-
solute authority. They, too, bore the financial burden. Each committee
member paid dues of half an Egyptian pound per month, and so sup-
ported most of the various expenses of publication and publicity. The
charter’s adoption in this form by members of the preparatory committee
was probably meant to assure that the initiative was not lost by Shaykh
“Ali Yusuf’s circle to a rival group during the congress sessions.
Suspicion of motivation, the struggle among rival political factions
for control, organizational ambiguity—the Gasprinskii initiative suc-
cumbed to a combination of obstacles which Kawakibi, exploiting lit-
erary license, had avoided or ignored. But while the congress never
materialized, the press converage in Turkish and Arabic, the circulation
of invitations and the congress charter, and the attendant controversy
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which spanned several years, gave the congress idea widespread cur-
rency. Gasprinskii was not the first to suggest a Muslim congress, but
he was the first to pursue the idea with vigor and give it form through
organization. He differed from his predecessors in moving away from
strictly literary advocacy. To fill Terciiman with calls for a congress was
not sufficient; Gasprinskii, for all his writing, recognized that success
depended upon organizational effort. Gasprinskii’'s own organizational
skills proved inadequate, but he generated newsworthy controversy and
provoked thought.

Of greatest importance was the fact that Gasprinskii’s initiative co-
incided with constitutional revolutions in the Ottoman Empire and Iran.
Authoritarian regimes in both empires had reacted with hostility to
congress suggestions, because the format was derived in many respects
from European parliamentary models, and because it was associated so
closely with advocates of decentralized government. But the constitu-
tional revolutions brought down these barriers to an open discussion
of the idea, and a congress appealed to many as constitutionalism writ
large, embracing all Islam within a regional order in philosophical har-
mony with the new parliamentary regimes in Istanbul and Teheran.
Gasprinskii’s initiative rode the crest of this wave, and with him, the
congress idea became popular.

A consequence of this development was that the congress idea no
longer appeared in strict association with the notion of an Arabian
caliphate, but became part of the intellectual baggage of Ottoman and
Iranian constitutionalists and radical reformers. Of this we have three
interesting examples, involving individuals in each instance marked by
the imprint of sojourns in Cairo. Gasprinskii’s visits to Cairo in 1907—
8 briefly preceded the Cairo stay of an Iranian journalist and publisher,
Mirza “Ali Aqa [Labib al-Mulk] Shirazi (d. 1918). “Ali Aga was a man
of some importance in the era before Iran’s constitutional revolution,
when there was hardly a Persian press within Iran. His newspaper,
Muzaffari, published at Bushihr from about 1901, was the first to appear
in southern Iran, and remained the most important of the several news-
papers which flourished in the southern provinces during the first dec-
ades of this century.®

“Ali Aga was a committed constitutionalist, and late in the reign of
Muzaffar al-Din Shah he was arrested, his newspaper was closed, and
he was deported to Muhammarah. The authorities eventually allowed
him to return to Bushihr, where he began once again to publish Muzaffari.
But two years later, during the disturbances that led to the collapse of
the constitutional regime in Teheran, he thought himself endangered
and elected to flee to India, where other constitutionalist publishers had
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taken refuge.*! From there he left by steamer for the important Persian
émigré center in Cairo, with the ultimate intention of reaching far more
important Persian circles in Istanbul. His dealings in Cairo are difficult
to reconstruct, but it seems not unlikely that he came in contact with
the congress idea at the height of the Cairo congress preparatory com-
mittee’s activities. He then did not proceed to Istanbul with his traveling
companion, but instead left Suez by steamer for the pilgrimage, and
published one issue of Muzaffari in Persian on a Meccan press.*?

Muzaffari-in-exile, enjoying the freedom of press assured by the re-
stored Ottoman constitution, called on all Muslims to set aside sectarian
differences and unite. The Christian nations, divided by sectarian dis-
putes, had always found the strength to unite against Islam. Islam could
close ranks in a similar fashion, if only the ulama took the initiative,
and there was no better means than the pilgrimage to realize this aim.
Notable ulama and intellectuals from each Muslim country should gath-
er for a general assembly (majlis-i umumi), entitled the Society (anjuman/
hawza) of Muslim Solidarity (itfihad-i islamiyyan). This would meet an-
nually at Mecca, the greatest Muslim land and place of worship, during
the pilgrimage season. It was important that the decisions taken there
be carried out by Muslim rulers, but the annual assembly would not
interfere in political matters, confining itself to religious questions, issues
of concern to ulama, and programs for unifying the sects of Islam. The
formal exclusion of politics would assure that the apprehensions of
foreign powers would not be excited. The proceedings of this assembly
would then be published and disseminated to pilgrims, who would carry
them forth to the various lands whence they came. Thus branches would
eventually be established. There then followed a lengthy discourse on
the supposed testament of Peter the Great, and its insistence upon
Russian rule over Istanbul; it was the duty of Iranian ShiSis, through a
great assembly, to set aside differences and come to the defense of this
Ottoman city, which was the key to Asia.

The resemblance of this proposal to the Gasprinskii initiative was
striking. Like Gasprinskii, and for similar reasons, “Ali Aqa emphasized
religious and social questions, and excluded partisan politics from his
proposed congress. Like Gasprinskii, he sought to advance his idea
through the publication of a newspaper in a country not his own. “Ali
Aqa sent copies of the Meccan Muzaffari to Azerbayjan and Gilan, where
official censorship did not reach, and the issue is known to have arrived
in Gilan, for the British vice consul at Rasht saw a copy.** But at this
point his initiative virtually disappeared from sight. “Ali Aqa lingered
at Mecca for a time, where he reported the moving sight of Maghribi
Muslims praying that God deliver Iran from the shah and afford that
country liberty and peace.** In the summer of 1909, Teheran fell to the
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nationalists, the shah fled, and the second constitutional period opened;
cAli Aga returned to Bushihr and began once more to publish Muzaffari.
He was not long tolerated after the closure of the parliament in late
1911, and two officers under orders from the governor at Bushihr seized
him at the baths and ultimately deported him to Ottoman Iraq. His
attempts at repatriation were allegedly discouraged by the British, and
he settled in Karbala, where he died. The Meccan suggestion appeared
in none of the subsequent issues of Muzaffari, but his proposal of 1908,
possibly a reaction to Gasprinskii’s initiative, was further evidence for
the dissemination of the congress idea.

A second instance of the impact of Gasprinskii’s initiative was the
growing interest in the congress idea among Ottoman Turkish reformers
and Young Turk intellectuals. One faction of the Istanbul press, fol-
lowing the constitutional revolution of 1908, had urged Gasprinskii to
transfer his enterprise to the Ottoman capital. This interest did not end
with the collapse of Gasprinskii’'s own initiative, and 1911 saw two
separate Turkish initiatives.

One appeared in the work of Mehmed Murad (1853-1912), a native
of the Caucasus who, like Gasprinskii, had received his education in a
Russian gymnasium.*> He, too, could cite from Rousseau and Montes-
quieu, and was imbued with liberal ideas similar to Gasprinskii’s. There
was nonetheless an important difference between the two men. When
Gasprinskii was a young cadet in Moscow in 1867, he had attempted
to flee to the Ottoman Empire, but was stopped by the authorities at
Odessa and sent home. For all his interest in the wider Muslim world,
and the Ottoman Empire in particular, he lived his later life as a Russian
Muslim. But Murad Bey, when sent to attend university in Moscow in
1873, succeeded in escaping and reached Istanbul. Thereafter he con-
sidered the Ottoman Empire his homeland, as did many other refugees
from the Caucasus. It was as an Ottoman that he launched Young Turk
societies in Europe and Egypt, and campaigned against the absolutism
of Abdiilhamid. His newspaper Mizan, launched during a period of
Egyptian exile, became an important Turkish organ for the spread of
liberal political concepts within the Ottoman Empire. Mehmed Murad’s
intellectual contribution to the 1908 revolution was prominent, although
he was ambivalent about his means and, like Afghani, allowed Ab-
diilhamid to entice him to an Istanbul post.

In 1911, shortly before his death, Murad Bey published a book in
which he argued for the creation of a committee of nine Muslim notables
under the direction of the Ottoman Seyhiilislam. In his committee he
would include delegates from territories under British, French, Russian,
and Dutch rule—by this time the great majority of Muslims—all des-
ignated by the appropriate European powers. The committee, a body
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fully independent of the Sublime Porte, would then deliberate in a
definitive manner on the siari“a. The promise of binding resolution of
the problems of Islamic law was an idea with precedents in the work
of Blunt, Kawakibi, Rashid Rida, and Gasprinskii; unusual here was
the emphasis upon the central role of the Ottoman Seyhiilislam, at the
obvious expense of the sultan-caliph.* But Murad’s proposal went even
further in this direction. Three of the nine delegates would be entrusted
with the selection of the caliph himself, a procedure in which the Eu-
ropean powers would enjoy special privileges. This particular twist to
Blunt and Kawakibi’s innovative idea of an elected caliph was wholly
original.¥’

Another appearance of the idea among Young Turks was registered
in a secret resolution of the ruling Committee of Union and Progress,
meeting in September—October 1911 in Salonika. For the first time, the
idea appeared not in the work of an émigré political journalist, but
among the decisions of an important political party:

A general Congress ought to be convoked at Constantinople every year;
Delegates from all the Moslem countries in the world ought to be invited
to take part in this Congress which should assemble at Noury Osmanieh
in Constantinople. Questions of general interest to the Moslem population
of the world should be discussed and voted upon at this Congress.*

The appearance of these ideas in the highest deliberative body of the
ruling party marked a departure from the situation of a decade earlier,
when Rashid Rida cited the complete absence of such suggestions in
the press of the Ottoman capital. But the resolution was a secret one,
and was not published with the formal resolutions. Nor is there any
evidence that the Committee of Union and Progress made an effort to
organize such a congress. All that can be said is that the idea made an
appearance, in a context which strongly suggested that it was intended
to end the reliance of the Young Turk regime upon the Ottoman sultan-
caliph as the centerpiece of pan-Islamic policy. The resolution, in ne-
glecting to mention the caliph or caliphate, shared with Murad’s more
radical proposal the concept of a congress as the symbolic and functional
instrument of Muslim unity. The caliphate was cast as a dependent
institution of secondary importance.

The third trace of Gasprinskii’s seminal influence was a proposal
published in 1913 in Istanbul by Shaykh “Abd al-“Aziz Shawish (1872-
1929), a Muslim journalist and activist devoted to the cause of Ottoman
primacy. Shaykh Shawish was born in Alexandria in Egypt, to a Magh-
ribi family which maintained wide commercial ties across the southern
coast of the Mediterranean and into the Hijaz. The effect was to impart
to him a cosmopolitan vision of the Muslim world. Shaykh Shawish
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received a traditional education at al-Azhar and the Cairo Dar al-“Ulum,
but then proceeded to England for some eight years, where he studied
at a teachers’ college, taught Arabic at Oxford, became interested in
British orientalism, and met the orientalists E. G. Browne and D. S.
Margoliouth. By his own account, the experience sharpened his skills
as a Muslim apologist and polemicist, as it had done for Afghani.

On his return to Egypt in 1906, he drew close to the Egyptian na-
tionalists Mustafa Kamil and Muhammad Farid, and in 1908, following
Mustafa Kamil’s death, Shaykh Shawish was installed by Muhammad
Farid as editor of the nationalist Cairo daily a/-Liwa®. Shaykh Shawish
now gave regular expression in print to his commitment to Muslim
solidarity and Ottoman primacy. His writings and activities exposed
him to repeated prosecution, so he left for Istanbul in 1912, where he
founded an Arabic newspaper, al-Hilal al-“uthmani. Although the Egyptian
government succeeded in having him extradited later that same year on
conspiracy charges, he returned to Istanbul after his acquittal. With
Shakib Arslan, an eloquent Lebanese Druze, he then formed a small
circle of Arab supporters of the Ottoman caliphate that functioned in
Istanbul and Berlin throughout the Great War, unaffected by the grow-
ing rift between Turks and Arabs that precipitated the Arab Revolt.*

Among Shaykh Shawish’s Istanbul literary productions was a twelve-
point program for Muslim unification, centered upon an Istanbul con-
gress:

It is essential that some of the great ulama begin to correspond with
leaders of public opinion and outstanding personalities, toward the goal
of a meeting to be held either in Istanbul or Mecca before the end of the
current hijri year. How wonderful it would be were that able writer and
great reformer, Ismail Bey Gasprinskii, to renew his call for an Islamic
congress, which he had wanted to convene in Cairo before the procla-
mation of the Ottoman constitution. Its seat should now be in Istanbul,
wherein flies the Islamic banner of freedom and justice, so that groups
of ulama, coming from all the corners of the Islamic world, might assemble
to discuss our social and religious malaise; to expose the nonsense and
superstitions that have entered our sharia; to specify each malady and
prescribe a beneficial treatment for dissemination through various lands,
as is possible; to restore religion’s vitality and youth; to strike the hands
of corrupters who falsely claim a relationship to us and are our greatest
enemies. I am certain that the word of these great ulama and established
personalities will be accepted by Muslims with concern, obedience, and
respect, for they are the heirs of the first imams, and it will not be long
before you see reason obliterate superstition and the road to true religion
widened. This will assure us a new revival and return us to Islam as it
was in its days of glory.>®

Alongside the congress, Shaykh Shawish envisioned the creation of
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a number of subsidiary agencies. The first were educational. The great
Nizamiyya madrasa in Baghdad would publish a set of journals in Arabic,
Turkish, Persian, and European languages, under the editorial guidance
of a committee of Islam’s most renowned ulama. These authoritative
journals would avoid politics and touch only on religious, social, and
economic questions, so that the “Western imperialist governments”
would not impede their distribution, the full cost of which would be
borne by the Ottoman Inspectorate of Religious Endowments. An acad-
emy for the training of religious guides and missionary preachers would
be established. Here the means to combat heinous innovations would
be taught, along with the different languages and histories of the many
Muslim peoples. In Istanbul itself, a free Islamic university would be
established, attended by students selected by Ottoman consuls abroad
from among the children of tribal leaders, ulama, and men of wealth.
This would bind closely to the seat of the caliphate not only the students,
but their influential fathers as well, who would be urged to visit. Arabic
would be taught at the Ottoman Dar al-Funun, at Aligarh, at Orenburg,
in Kazan, in the madrasas of the Caucasus, Turkistan, Afghanistan, and
China, in place of or in addition to European languages, so that com-
munication between Muslims could be effected through a medium other
than a European one.

Shaykh Shawish then proposed the establishment of a number of
collaborative economic institutions. Muslim maritime shipping and
transport companies would be established, and there would be a cam-
paign to encourage the purchase of goods produced by Muslims instead
of imports from Europe. Coordinated committees would be established
in each Muslim country, to boycott the firms of states that committed
injustices against Muslim peoples. Exchanges of students, officials, and
ulama between Muslim countries would be promoted. An Islamic bank
(al-masraf al-islami) would be established in Istanbul, under the auspices
of the Inspectorate of Religious Endowments; it would create a public
Islamic company, under an administrative committee elected by share-
holders. The bank would float loans not only to the Ottoman state for
military needs such as fleet construction, but would participate in a
variety of commercial and industrial ventures throughout the Muslim
world. Finally, the pilgrimage would be employed to promote all of
these projects, and the most important pilgrims would be encouraged
to proceed to Istanbul as well, to see the work achieved at the seat of
the caliphate. Shaykh Shawish described the role of the pilgrimage in
a separate article:

The Muslims need not be embarrassed about calling for unity, for this is
the greatest duty of their faith. If it is proper for Germany and England
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each to boast of its solicitude for the Protestant Church, for France and
Italy each to openly declare ‘its protectorate over the Catholic Church,
and for Russia to claim that it heads the Eastern (Orthodox) Church, then
why should our government refrain from claiming the leadership of a
religious institution similar to all the churches? Are we fanatics if we
make an appeal for such a union and defend this faith at any time and
place? Of course not. We are like any other nation, and will work to teach
our religion and insist upon the right to defend ourselves. If other states,
groups, and peoples hold congresses and establish newspapers to spread
and teach their faith, then we too must convene a general Islamic congress,
by which I mean the pilgrimage, and establish newspapers in all the
Muslim languages.!

Shaykh Shawish, as editor of a major Egyptian newspaper during the
Gasprinskii initiative, had absorbed Gasprinskii’s themes of reform
through congress, education, and economic revival. The contribution of
Shaykh Shawish was that he envisioned a formidable series of subsidiary
institutions: the multilingual journal, the new Muslim university, and
the Islamic bank were proposals which were all to loom large in later
congress initiatives. Another distinction between his vision and those
of Kawakibi and Gasprinskii was his tenacious insistence that this bat-
tery of new institutions serve not some new center, but reinforce the
stature of Istanbul and confirm Ottoman primacy. His was a position
that soon would become untenable.

In pursuit of this plan, Shaykh Shawish enjoyed little more success
than did his Crimean contemporary. He did establish a society composed
of various Muslim émigrés in Istanbul, which was to raise money for
the Ottoman treasury. Shaykh Shawish proceeded to Madina in 1914,
where he broke ground for a new Muslim university, with the en-
couragement of Ottoman authorities.® His congress, however, did not
materialize, and he spent the war years engaged in conventional Ot-
toman propaganda in Berlin and Istanbul. Following the Ottoman defeat,
he found refuge first in Berlin, then with Mustafa Kemal [Atatiirk] in
Anatolia, before returning to Egypt where he finished his career in
eclipse, a target of jealous Wafdist attacks. The visionary optimism of
his twelve-point plan went unfulfilled, but here was certain evidence
for the accelerated diffusion of the congress idea.

Innovations that emerge from the intellectual periphery often come
from those who are spatially marginal. The most consistent feature of
these earliest proposals is that nearly each issued from the mind of a
political émigrée or someone on an extended tour, passing through a land
not his own. Afghani, Shaykh al-Ra’is, Rashid Rida, Gasprinskii, “Ali
Aqga Shirazi, Mehmed Murad, “Abd al-“Aziz Shawish—each advanced
his proposal in a place distant from that associated with his formation,
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and often among Muslims whose language he could not understand and
whose political circumstances differed markedly from those of this own
people. The travels of these forerunners, whether forced or voluntary,
stirred in them a cosmopolitan awareness of the breadth of the Muslim
world, and an urgent conviction that political unity would release some
latent and liberating force which they believed it to possess.

Standing on the fringes of that audience which they sought to address,
attempting to find a common language with which to communicate
their ideas, they were literally eccentrics. But in political orders and
societies under stress, when conventional thought no longer meets the
demands made by rapid change and outside pressure, ideas first culti-
vated on the fringe excite a wider interest. The disorientation of war,
and the collapse in parts of the Muslim world of a four-hundred-year-
old structure of political and religious authority, finally carried the Mus-
lim congress idea to the very center of political discourse.



FIVE

HOLY WAR
The Wartime Initiatives

ON THE EVE of the war, one or another proposal for a Muslim
congress must have been familiar to the well-read Muslim who followed
the Turkish, Arabic, or Persian press. Then, in November 1914, five
fatwas were issued in Istanbul calling upon Muslims everywhere to join
a war of faith against the Entente powers. The fafwas were immediately
followed by a proclamation of holy war (beyanname-i cihad) issued over
Sultan Mehmed V Resad’s imperial seal. “Gather about the lofty throne
of the sultanate, as if of one heart, and cleave to the feet of the exalted
throne of the caliphate. Know that the state is today at war with the
governments of Russia, France and England, which are its mortal ene-
mies. Remember that he who summons you to this great holy war is
the caliph of your noble Prophet.”! The consequence was to dampen
reformist expectations of a congress before the cessation of hostilities,
but also to create a fluid situation that opened new possibilities for
political action.

The Committee of Union and Progress returned to an emphasis upon
the intrinsic authority of the caliphate, a message transmitted through
the traditional means of the emissary. A further organizational mod-
ernization was effected: The establishment of a centralized special force,
the Teskilat-1 Mahsusa, represented a structural improvement over the
disorganized recruitment and dispatch of Hamidian emissaries. Under
the general direction of Enver Paga, one of the Committee triumvirs,
Teskilat-1 Mahsusa agents were sent on a series of missions to disseminate
the November proclamations both in Ottoman provinces and in Muslim
territories under enemy control. Most of these agents were either Turk-
ish- or Arabic-speaking military men. Ottoman military missions or-
ganized the Sanusi resistance against the Italians in Cyrenaica, and suc-
cessfully encouraged the Sanusis to launch an assault against the British
in Egypt from the Western Desert. They raised and levied irregulars in
the Fertile Crescent, and competed for the allegiance of tribes in Arabia.
Among the more ambitious missions was one composed of an Ottoman
staff colonel and an assistant, who both arrived in Afghanistan in June
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1916. There, among the Afridis who controlled the Khyber Pass and
exercised great influence among the neighboring frontier tribes, they
unfurled a flag which they claimed had been blessed by the caliph, and
drew about four hundred men to their service. On the opposite end of
the Muslim world, members of an Ottoman mission based in Spain
crossed into Morocco and served with Raysuni and “Abd al-Malik in
the resistance against the French.?

The primacy accorded the Ottoman state by other Sunni Muslim
states from the sixteenth century was a consequence of Ottoman mil-
itary superiority, related in particular to the Ottoman role as diffusor
of firearms and bulwark against Europe. But the twentieth-century Ot-
toman military missions were not effective, and the arms which they
were capable of delivering to peripheral regions were not sufficient to
move men to action against modernized adversaries. Perhaps the op-
erations against the Italians in Cyrenaica were the most successful. Those
against the British from the Western Desert failed. The political work
in the Arabic-speaking provinces was effective, but could not withstand
the military alliance of Allied arms and the desert strike force of Arab
autonomists, nationalists and brigands who joined the revolt of Husayn
ibn “Ali, Sharif of Mecca. The Ottoman mission to Khyber was driven
out when it failed to offer material assistance along with its message,
and the many Arabs in the mission to Morocco began to plan flight to
America when they learned of the execution of Arab nationalists by
Ottoman military authorities in Syria. There were many other such
missions, few of which were marked by success. The only region in
which there were large-scale popular uprisings coinciding with the jihad
appeal was French West Africa, in territories worked not by Ottoman
missions but by Transsaharan Sanusi emissaries. These disturbances, on
the order of revolts in some parts, were eventually suppressed by co-
ordinated Anglo-French military action, and left no apparent impression
in Istanbul.® It soon became clear that Muslims beyond the Ottoman
Empire, however attached to the Ottoman caliphate, would not wage
war in adverse circumstances, and without logistical support.

Yet a second approach to stirring support for the Ottoman cause was
the creation of societies in Europe, where the war had thrown active
Muslims of various origins and nationalities together. The exiled Egyp-
tian nationalist Muhammad Farid described this activity at length in his
political diaries. Before the war, he himself founded a Geneva-based
group entitled the Society for the Progress of Islam: “During my stay
in Geneva at this time, I met some Muslims, among them Turks and
others, and I tried to find a bond greater than the differences in their
nationalities (ajnas). I invited about fifteen of them to a banquet on
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Muharram 10, 1331 [December 19, 1912], and we agreed to found the
Society for the Progress of Islam, and to publish a newspaper on its
behalf.”

This Society, which included non-Muslim members, fell into abey-
ance along with its newspaper, but was resuscitated with Ottoman
subventions upon the approach of war, through an agreement with
Enver Pasa. Before and during the war, Muhammad Farid organized
similar banquets of notable Muslims on the feast of i a/-Adha, and one
year used the occasion to address Muslim prisoners of war who had
fought in Russian ranks. At the banquet which followed, he advocated
a more formal technique: “I spoke of the pilgrimage from a political,
economic, and social perspective. Shaykh [©Abd al--Aziz] Shawish spoke
on the religious and historical dimensions. . . . at the end of my speech,
[ spoke of the need to use the annual pilgrimage as a Muslim congress
(mwtamar islami), to strengthen the bonds of unity between Muslims, so
that we might realize political unity between the Ottoman state and
other Muslim peoples. . . . The event was a great success.”*

But at no point during the war did Ottoman authorities plan some-
thing as difficult under wartime circumstances, and unprecedented un-
der any conditions, as the organization of a Muslim congress. There was
some expectation that they would. In the middle of 1916, an agent in
the employ of British Intelligence overheard five or six “eminent” Egyp-
tian ulama in conversation at the entrance to al-Azhar:

They were maintaining that the movement of the Sherif [Husayn] is a
political device arranged between the Sherif and the Turkish Government,
to deceive the British, by an apparent loyalty. . . . The Allies were to be
deceived, and the pilgrims were to arrive from Egypt, India and elsewhere.
Mecca would then be made the meeting place of a Moslem congress,
which would arrange a general union of Islam and a declaration of a Holy
War in all Christian-controlled countries.®

The rumor was far from the mark, for the revolt of the Sharif Husayn
was not a device, and the barriers which separated the Muslims of Egypt
and India from Ottoman territory during wartime were nearly insur-
mountable.

But the unorthodox premise of this rumor was that a new fafwa, or
proclamation, sanctioned by a collective body, would have a greater
effect than the appeal already issued in the autumn of 1914 by the
Seyhilislam. It was this belief that had produced the inspirational pro-
clamation to “Muslim soldiers” by ten ulama in December 1914, each
of whom came from a different land.® And there is some evidence that,
perhaps at German urging, the Committee of Union and Progress con-
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sidered the reissuance of the original jihad appeal as a collective in-
strument. The first suggestion dates from September 1916, when a num-
ber of Muslims allegedly were assembled in Berlin at the instance of
an obscure German ‘orientalist’ and Enver Paga. Named among the
participants were a number of Afghan, Iranian, Central Asian and North

African Muslims who had been involved in political work in Berlin.
Foremost among them were Muhammad Farid and Shaykh “Abd al-

“Aziz Shawish.” Their principal resolution urged the Ottoman Seyh-
itlislam . Musa Kazim Efendi, to issue a new set of jihad fafwas, but this
tim# the documents were to be collective works. “These fatwas,” said a
[rench renort, “will be elaborated by the Seyhiilislam, along with a
gathering ot various ulama representing those diverse religious com-
munities bound to the caliphate. They are to be united on the occasion
of the next mawlid, at the imperial palace of Topkapi, wherein are pre-
served the relics of the Prophet, and [there] they will come to an un-
derstanding.”® This resolution was not effected, for it was repeated in
the winter of 1916-17, by a similar assembly of Ottoman and exiled
Muslims convened in Istanbul. Among the resolutions of this gathering,
which reportedly was held at German suggestion, was an invitation to
the Ottoman Seyhiilislam to publish a new jihad fafwa, in the hope “that
support of an extraordinary council would produce [a] stronger impres-
sion than [did] the first such fetva.””” And yet the Ottoman Seyhiilislam,
Musa Kazim, although widely known for his political activism, issued
no further fatwa, and no council or assembly was organized in his sup-
port.’® To have followed this advice would have implied that the original
fatwa and sultan-caliph’s beyanname-i cihad were not binding or had failed.
To have conceded that other means might have succeeded where these
had not would have been an admission with radical implications.

It was even necessary for committed Muslim sympathizers of the
Ottoman state, discouraged by the progress of the war, to pursue these
attempts to convene Muslims not in the Ottoman capital but in the
neutral capitals of Europe. There the idea was not welcomed by the
prospective hosts either. Muhammad Farid participated in such an at-
tempt: “In early October [1917], a group representing Muslim peoples
subject to France, England, and Russia, arrived in Stockholm with the
aim of convening a Muslim congress to demand the rights of their
peoples.” Participants came from the Ottoman Empire, Egypt, Tripol-
itania, Tunis, Algeria, Morocco, Turkistan, and India. Among them again
were “Abd al-“Aziz Shawish and Muhammad Farid himself. “The gov-
ernment did not permit us to meet and speak publicly, as it was pre-
serving neutrality.” Only an ad hoc gathering, under the auspices of
the Mayor of Stockholm, was permitted.!* The war thus yielded no great
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Muslim congress under Ottoman auspices, for the idea was apparently
regarded as fraught with risk in the midst of a holy war waged in a
conservative idiom.

Yet there were some radicals prepared to break with that conservatism.
“Ubayd-Allah Sindhi (1872-1944) was born to Sikh parents in the district
of Sialkot, northeast of Lahore.’? He fled home to embrace Islam at the
age of sixteen, and found shelter from his relations in Sindh, with the
head of a Sufi order to whom he became a disciple. Two years after his
conversion, “‘Ubayd-Allah entered the Deoband Dar al-“Ulum, then the
most politicized center of traditional religious learning in Muslim India,
to study under the illustrious scholar and Sarparast of Deoband, Mah-
mud al-Hasan [Shaykh al-Hind].** Under instructions from his mentor,
“Ubayd-Allah began to engage in clandestine political activity. In 1915,
the acolyte was ordered to proceed secretly to Afghanistan, to urge the
Afghan amir to attempt to drive the British from India. In Kabul,
“Ubayd-Allah joined forces with an Ottoman-German mission, and he
became a minister in the shadow “Provisional Government of India.”’*
He also engaged in a variety of political and propagandistic activities
designed to arouse the Afghans to war and thwart the emer-
gence of a German-Hindu entente inimical to Muslim interests.'®

One of the pursuits was particularly innovative. In the summer of
1916, “Ubayd-Allah wrote a series of letters on yellow silk to Mahmud
al-Hasan, in which he outlined a new structural approach to the uni-
fication of the Muslim world.?® “Ubayd-Allah advocated a hierarchical
league not unlike that attributed to Afghani and sketched by Kawakibi.
“This is a special Islamic society based on military principles,” “‘Ubayd-
Allah wrote in one of the silk letters. “Its first object is to create an
alliance among Islamic kings.” “‘Ubayd-Allah then gave full details on
the projected membership of this secret society, which he entitled a/-
Junud al-Rabbaniyya, freely rendered by British authorities as the Army
of God.

The association was to have three “patrons”: Mehmed V Resad, the
Ottoman sultan-caliph; Ahmad, Qajar shah of Iran; and Habiballah,
amir of Afghanistan. Below them served a dozen “field marshals”: Enver
Pasa, the Young Turk triumvir; the Ottoman heir apparent; the Ottoman
Grand Vizier; the ex-Khedive “Abbas Hilmi; the Sharif of Mecca; the
Na’ib al-Saltanah at Kabul; the Mu‘in al-Saltanah at Kabul; the Nizam
of Hyderabad; the Nawab of Rampur; the Nawab of Bahawalpur; and
the Ra’is al-Mujahidin, that is, the leader of the remnant of that colony
established by Sayyid Ahmad Shahid [Brewli] in the previous century
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astride the Afghan frontier. These had continued to maintain with bel-
ligerence that India was dar a/-harb.’” Numerous additional officers of
lesser rank followed. Named, among others, were Shaykh “Abd al-“Aziz
Shawish; Abul Kalam Azad, Meccan-born son of a charismatic pir,
himself a Calcutta journalist interned by the British from 1916 to 1920;
and Muhammad “Ali, a journalist originally from Rampur, interned from
1915 to 1919 by the British in India along with his brother, Shawkat.
These later became the leading figures in the Khilafat movement.
“Ubayd-Allah awarded himself the rank of commissioner of Kabul. The
implication was that this organization would continue to function once
the war was over, although “Ubayd-Allah proposed no specific mode
of operation alongside his list of members.

The Army of God was portrayed by “Ubayd-Allah as though it ex-
isted. It was, in fact, nearly as fictitious as Afghani and “Abduh’s society,
al<~Urwa al-wuthga, and Kawakibi’'s society, Umm al-qura. ““Most of the
persons designated for these high commands cannot have been consulted
as to their appointments,” concluded the Sedition [Rowlatt] Committee’s
report.’® But the ramblings of “Ubayd-Allah’s imagination were not
random. His preference for Afghan and Indian Muslims in his selection
of field marshals, an inclination even more pronounced in his choice of
candidates for the lower ranks, evidenced a distortion of perspective
similar to Kawakibi’s, with a difference. In “Ubayd-Allah’s lens, India
and Afghanistan, rather than Arabia and the Fertile Crescent, were in
clearest focus.

But of more interest was the nature of authority as understood in the
silk letters. Here was a chain of command in which the arrangement of
the links was uncoventional in the extreme. “‘Ubayd-Allah diminished
the Ottoman caliphate’s significance in his scheme. In his selection of
patrons, the Ottoman caliph emerged as simply one triumvir. This shift
of emphasis was made explicit when “Ubayd-Allah proposed the Army
of God’s adiministrative centers. “General headquarters” was located by
“Ubayd-Allah not at the seat of the caliphate but in Madina, where
Mahmud al-Hasan had established himself after the outbreak of the
war. He designated three “secondary centers”: Istanbul (for promoting
the war in Europe and Africa), Teheran (for Central Asia), and Kabul
(for India). This multiplicity of Muslim centers, and the attendant rel-
egation of Istanbul to the second rank, reflected a dissatisfaction with
the role of the Ottoman caliph and Istanbul as points of convergence
and emanation, for in Kabul, “Ubayd-Allah was confronted with the
inability of the Ottoman state to supply arms and dispatch aid for the
defense of Muslims elsewhere. The silk letters of “‘Ubayd-Allah Sindhi
advocated a realignment of center and periphery in Islam. They did not
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argue for the institutionalization of contractual authority in a congress,
but did propose a diffusion, among several persons in association, of
the intrinsic authority once personified in the Ottoman sultan-caliph.

Finally it must be said that the attempt to disseminate this program
led only to its exposure. Once the letters fell into the hands of British
Intelligence officers, those Indian Muslims listed by “Ubayd-Allah were
compromised, and the ineffectual network was rolled up by the police
in a sweep of arrests. As a consequence of the Arab rising in the Hijaz,
Mahmud al-Hasan himself was arrested and interned at Malta.’® The
war closed without “Ubayd-Allah having fulfilled his mission, and he
decided that Afghanistan was not a congenial setting for further activity.
It was at this point that the syncretic strand in his religious beliefs
manifested itself most clearly. He left Kabul for Moscow in late 1922,
proceeded to Ankara in 1923, and then established himself in Istanbul,
where he remained for some three years.? There he was profoundly
influenced by the secularization of the Turkish state, and advocated the
generalization of this process (which he called Europeanism) through
all Islam, favoring such controversial reforms as the romanization of
Arabic-based alphabets and the adoption of full Western attire. He
arrived in Mecca three years later, and there, in the late 1930s, he dictated
his Qur’an commentary, //ham al-rahman. In this work, he advanced the
uncoventional premise that all Muslims were as caliphs, and advocated
the establishment of a Muslim central association (jam“iyya markaziyya),
whose members would chose and depose an elected caliph of all cal-
iphs.?! “Ubayd-Allah was permitted to return to India in 1939, after a
quarter of a century of exile, by which time he had embraced beliefs
that earned him denunciation by certain ulama as an unbeliever. It seems
not unlikely that a foretaste of his intellectual radicalization was his
proposal of a Muslim alliance structured around not a caliph but an
association, at a time when the primacy of the Ottoman caliphate was
an article of faith among Indian Muslims.

Radical notions of religio-political authority won converts even
among the ulama of Istanbul during the war. At the very epicenter of
the jihad, there were those who sought not simply to issue a collective
fatwa, but to remold the caliphate in a fashion wholly out of harmony
with tradition. Here, for the first time since Kawakibi’s Umm al-gura and
Mehmed Murad’s brief proposal of 1911, the idea of a congress as an
electoral college for the caliphate reappeared. In the summer of 1915, a
group of Istanbul ulama informed the former dragoman of the Russian
embassy, just before his expulsion, that they were considering the cre-
ation of a provisional caliphate, in the event that Istanbul fell, and
obtaining for him “a portion of Constantinople or the city of Damascus
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as a residence with independent sovereignty rights in a limited area
similar to the Vatican.”?? The caliph, in the account of Sir Mark Sykes,
was then to be elected:

Their idea as to the election of the Caliph was, that after a general peace
was established in the world, a body of persons composed of represen-
tatives of various schools and peoples throughout the Moslem World
should be formed, and that they should proceed to elect a Caliph from
among the descendants of the Prophet’s family. That on a Caliph’s death
his successor should be elected from the same source. In this they consider
that they comply with the Islamic theory of the Caliph being of the
Karaysh [sic] and meeting with the approval of Islam.?

This proposal was identical in all essentials to Kawakibi’s, with the
mutation that the caliphate was to remain in Istanbul or be transferred
to Damascus, a city still held by the Ottoman army in the summer of
1915. Of the precise authors of this revolutionary approach we unfor-
tunately know nothing. Sykes simply portrayed them as representing
“the views of the majority” of Istanbul ulama, but an India Office
undersecretary called them “a small group . . . anxious to pick up some
trifle from the wreckage of empire, but without troops or any solid
party behind them.”?* Again, nothing came of the idea, but it was
significant that the notion of a Vaticanized, contractual caliphate, drawn
from Quraysh, had made inroads among Istanbul ulama at all, partic-
ularly so soon after the issuing of the jihad faawa.

But the most forward advocates of a radically altered caliphate were
at work in Cairo. There, a circle of British intelligence officers and
diplomats responsible for drawing Muslim support to the prosecution
of the war against the Ottoman Empire resuscitated the concept of a
Meccan Qurashi counter-caliphate. Sir Mark Sykes wished “if possible
to stimulate an Arab demand for the Caliphate of the Sherif [Husayn],”
as part of a policy “to back the Arabic-speaking peoples against the
Turkish Government on one consistent and logical plane.”?> Ronald
Storrs took the same position, arguing that “it will presumably be not
disagreeable to Great Britain to have the strongest spiritual in the hands
of the weakest temporal power,” and urged “that nothing remotely
resembling an obstacle should be placed between the Sherif and his
ambition.”?® In a note written in October 1914, Lord Kitchener, appar-
antly on no greater authority than his own, had written to the Sharif
Husayn that “it may be that an Arab of true race will assume the
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Khalifate at Mecca or Medina and so good may come by the help of
God out of all the evil that is now occurring.” Whether or not the Sharif
Husayn developed an interest in the caliphate only in response to Kitch-
ener’s suggestion is the subject of a continuing debate.?”” But is seems
probable that Husayn’s son “Abdallah, who was instrumental in the
negotiations preparatory to the Arab Revolt, showed some initiative in
seeking British support for his father’s ascent to the caliphate.

There were two approaches by which Great Britain could pursue this
objective. The first was set forth in a memorandum by Sayyid “Ali al-
Mirghani, in response to a request by Sir Reginald Wingate, British
Governor General of the Sudan. Sayyid “Ali was head of the Mirgha-
niyya/Khatmiyya religious order, one of the Sudan’s two great confra-
ternities, and he played a central role in Sudanese politics until his death.
Sayyid “Ali earlier had written that the Sharif Husayn was “the most
suitable man for this dignified position” of caliph, and added that Hu-
sayn “is a man very closely related to the Prophet and highly honoured
by all Mohammedans, a fact which should give him the necessary prec-
edence due to the honour of the position.”??

Covert British action, not election, was the only certain means to this
end: “If Great Britain was left alone to work secretly in the matter,”
wrote Sayyid “Ali, “it will not be very difficult to keep the whole scheme
hidden from the general Mohammedan public, and when the result is
attained the whole Mohammedan world will rejoice at having at last
obtained the rightful Khalifa of Koreishite descent.” This the British
could effect by assuring, through their largesse, Husayn’s ascendance
throughout Arabia; then, “if the question of the Khalifate is decided
by the majority of the Arabs in Arabia, there will be hardly any difficulty
with the Mohammedans in other countries.”?® Differences of opinion
were unlikely:

If the Emir becomes strong enough in the Hedjaz and other Arabian
countries which will eventually come under his rule or are likely to be
under his authority, this great edifice will then become complete. The
new Emir will then be acknowledged by the Moslems of Egypt, India,
the Sudan, the western parts, such as Algeria'and Tunisia, and other parts
of the World. . . . It may happen that a few of the Mohammedan places
outside Arabia may refuse to acknowledge the new Khalif, but this would
be of no great importance as long as he is acknowledged by the majority
of the Mohammedans. A general and universal acknowledgement of the
Khalif may not be forthcoming, but it is sufficient to obtain the consent
of the majority of the Mohammedans.*

Following a series of secret measures, the Muslim world would be pre-
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sented with an accomplished fact. His solution was the absolute an-
tithesis of the congress technique, and for that reason was much favored
in the Foreign Office.

From the outset, the India Office disagreed, and thought it useless if
not dangerous to encourage the Sharif’s ambitions. Muslims elsewhere
had shown their contempt for his rebellious action against the Ottoman
state, and the chances of Husayn’s being acknowledged as caliph even
within Arabia were not good. Through Sir Percy Cox, British Political
Resident in the Persian Gulf, it was learned that Ibn Sa“ud and other
Arabian potentates had no intention of recognizing Husayn since, in
Arabia, “no one cared in the least who called himself Caliph, and [Ibn
Sa“ud] reminded me that the Wahabis did not recognize any caliph after
the first four.”?! The India Office had reached equally inauspicious
conclusions about the state of Muslim opinion in India: “So far as can
be judged by the reports received from India & by the vernacular press
extracts there is no weakening whatever in the religious loyalty of Indian
Moslems to the Sultan.”?? In the India Office, there then developed the
idea that Britain should recognize a Meccan caliphate only upon rec-
ommendation by wider Muslim opinion. The Office urged that Husayn
be told that “he must consult his co-religionists as to whether he s[houl]d
proclaim himself Khalifa,”?* although no indication was given as to how.

In the midst of this exchange, Shaykh Mustafa al-Maraghi provided
an answer, in a memorandum on the caliphate written for Wingate.>
Shaykh Maraghi (1881-1945) was a former pupil of Muhammad “Ab-
duh’s from Upper Egypt, who served as chief religious judge of the
Sudan from 1908 to 1919.% In August 1915, from his post in Khartoum,
Shaykh Maraghi elaborated a detailed proposal for a Muslim congress.

He began by stating that, unless Britain took some positive step to
give Muslims brighter hope concerning the caliphate, sympathy for the
Ottoman caliphate would remain widespread. But were Britain to take
a clear line in favor of the unification of the Muslim world on this
question, the ill would find its cure.

This done, Great Britain could then announce to the Mohammedans and
declare that she expects them to unite together and hold a general meeting
to discuss the question of the Khalifate. Such an announcement on the
part of England will tend to create a new feeling of confidence in the
hearts of the Moslems and their minds will be stimulated everywhere to
consider and decide the weighty and important matter that has been
thrown on their shoulders and which affects the future prospects of their
existence and faith.

No doubt such a new development in ideas will be, at the outstart,
only local in various parts. In other words every country will start to
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discuss the matter independently of the others. It is most important to
explain in this declaration that Great Britain has no idea whatever of
interfering in any way in the matter or of using her influence to affect
the decision of the Mohammedans. Subsequently, Great Britain should
facilitate the passage of delegates from one place to another with the
object of uniting the Mohammedans with each other and arriving at an
understanding with regard to the choice of the place where the conference
should be held to choose the Khalifa.

Reliance upon Great Britain was Shaykh Maraghi’s solution to the lo-
gistical problems of mobilization which had obstructed previous con-
gress proposals. But internal organization and the congress agenda were
to be the responsibility of representative Muslim delegates, who would
operate in relative secrecy.

I do not mean that the conference should be open to the general public,
but these delegates will prepare the minds of the public for the great
event and induce every respectable community to delegate representatives
to attend the conference to assist in the choice of the Khalifa and to
represent them. When these delegates are assembled they will also del-
egate a number of them to represent every country or district in the
General Conference. These are only the preliminary principles which have
to be considered and worked out in detail.

The next passage revealed a number of close parallels to Umm al-gura.
The proposal evidenced the same interest in the establishment of a
modern organizational structure, and a fixed procedure for the selection
of caliph. During his days at al-Azhar, Shaykh Maraghi, as one of
“Abduh’s students, almost certainly read Umm al-gura as serialized in a/-
Manar, if not in book form. The influence was readily apparent. But
Shaykh Maraghi went even further in the prerogatives conferred to his
congress:

When the delegates are assembled from the various quarters at the ap-
pointed place for the conference, they will draw up rules which will have
to be adopted by the conference—such as nominating the President, the
hours of meeting, the system of collecting the votes, &c. These rules will
be called the “Internal Rules of the Conference.” When all this is done,
the delegates will have to discuss and give their decision on the following
points:—

1. The town or city which should be chosen as the seat of the Khalifa.
2. The qualities and qualifications which the Khalifa should possess.

3. The system to be invariably adopted in future in the choice of the
Khalifa.

4. Whether the Khalifate should be confined to a certain family and
follow the known rules of heritage or be on a strictly elective basis. Should
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it be decided that the appointment should be according to the law of
heredity, would it be necessary to make a permanent law which will
supersede the elective system or to maintain this system in the same
house and family?

5. Who shall have the right to vote.

6. What should be the system of administering the provinces which
are under the rule of the Khalifa?

7. What should be the relations of the Mohammedans who are subjects
to foreign and non-Moslem powers?

8. What should constitute the civil and religious rights of the Khalifa?

These are the different points which are considered to be of vital im-
portance and which require to be discussed and decided. There is little
doubt that at this conference various other matters will come up for
discussion. When all these matters are decided and settled the Khalifa
will then be chosen and the Mohammedans will pay homage to him and
take the oath of allegiance, and thus the duty of this great and historical
Mohammedan conference will come to an end.

Certainly no proposal since Umm al-qura was as far-reaching as this.
Maraghi observed that, “if a scheme on these principles could be carried
into effect, it would be the greatest event ever known in the annals of
Mohammedan history and the question of the ‘Khalifa’ will be put on
a proper and solid footing such as will never be overthrown by the
tempests of ambition.” Congress and caliphate were thus bound up as
one by Shaykh Maraghi, as two institutions in symbiosis. But Shaykh
Maraghi went further than Kawakibi, in disregarding all prior claims
to intrinsic authority, unless confirmed by the contractual authority
vested in the congress. It was as if the historical institution, and the
vast corpus of doctrine surrounding it, had never existed.

What led him to so radical a position? Maraghi’s motives in all this
were never clarified, but it seems likely that, having established himself
in something of an advisory capacity on Islamic issues to Wingate, he
anticipated an important role in the organization of the proposed con-
gress. There is further evidence that Shaykh Maraghi hoped at this time
for the emergence of an Egyptian caliphate from Egypt’s ruling house,
which would explain his failure to mention the issue of Qurashi de-
scent.*® Were his royal patron, Sultan Husayn Kamil, to emerge as caliph
from this congress, Egypt’s role in Islam would be much enhanced, as
would Shaykh Maraghi’s. That such a man could aspire to so central a
task evidenced how thoroughly the authority of the Ottoman caliphate
had been eroded by war.

Unfortunately for Shaykh Maraghi, the Cairo circle of British poli-
cymakers thought the proposition unrealistic, for as early as May 1915,
the British High Commissioner to Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, had
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written that “any change of Caliphate in [the] immediate future is, in
my opinion, more likely to come about by individual action of a can-
didate than through previous manifestations of Moslem opinion.” He
conceded that the ascent of the Sharif Husayn to the caliphate appeared
desirable, but argued that “any attempt to influence Moslem opinion
would be obviously harmful.”?” As was clear from the case of the Gas-
prinskii initiative, planned for British-controlled territory, Britain would
do nothing to impede a Muslim congress, but neither was she prepared
to do for the Muslims that which they had been hitherto unable to
achieve themselves.

As the war drew to a close, and the Ottoman Empire was reduced
piecemeal to its Turkish-speaking core, none of the specific wartime
proposals appeared to have the least chance of realization. But from
these initiatives, it was evident that their Muslim authors, no less than
the victorious Allies, saw the possibility of gain in the collapse of Ot-
toman authority, and were full of ideas about alternatives to the as-
cendancy of the Ottoman sultan-caliph. The Ottoman obstacle was now
removed. The war, in challenging the widespread veneration of the
Ottoman state and the sultan-caliph as competent defenders of Islam,
brought to the surface a latent struggle for succession to Muslim pri-
macy.

In November 1918, the crisis experienced by other Muslim empires,
and by the outlying provinces of the last great Muslim empire, finally
overwhelmed the capital city of the Ottoman Empire. With the occu-
pation of Istanbul by victorious Allied armies, rule at the seat of the
Muslim caliphate passed to the military administration set up by the
occupying powers. In a similar crisis, in an earlier era, the caliph or one
of his heirs might have fled the invaders to settle on another shore, and
there would have reconstituted his caliphate on firmly Muslim soil. But
those few Muslim shores that were not patrolled by foreigners were
unprepared to welcome so troublesome an exile, so that the Ottoman
sultan-caliph chose to remain in his occupied city and, when later ex-
pelled, to select as his place of refuge a European resort. The issue of
political and religious authority in Islam, already probed by unconven-
tional thinkers, thus was thrown wide open to impassioned debate and
calculated negotiation.

In these conditions of stress and disorientation, the idea of the Muslim
congress shed its radical associations, and emerged transformed. For
some, it appeared as an instrument to galvanize Muslim opinion for the
restoration to the Ottoman sultan-caliph of his lost prerogatives. The
new technique of the congress, in some relationship with the established
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institution of the Ottoman caliphate, might restore a semblance of the
familiar order. Among those who thought the Ottoman caliphate beyond
redemption, the congress idea circulated as the hammer for the forging
of a new caliphate to rise from the ruins of empire, as Blunt had predicted
would happen following “the last overwhelming catastrophe of Con-
stantinople.” For those who doubted the claims of any caliphate, the
congress was seen as compensation for the loss of an institution once
considered essential to political order, but which was no longer suited
to modern circumstances and the pressing need for reform.



SIX

BETWEEN BOLSHEVISM
AND ISLAM

The League of Islamic Revolutionary
Societies, 1920-1921

THE League of Islamic Revolutionary Societies represented a be-
lated attempt to organize a Muslim congress by leaders of the Committee
of Union and Progress. Their exclusive reliance upon the caliphate had
failed to stir Muslim support during the war, and they had fled in
disgrace. The League, under the direction of Enver Paga (1881-1922),
was the work of the Committee of Union and Progress in European
exile. It led a tenuous existence for which the evidence is scant, and
the efforts of its members culminated in a small Muslim congress in
Moscow in 1921 which adopted an ambitious program of periodic con-
gresses and branch associations. The League folded some time before
Enver’s break with Soviet authorities. This modest convention was a
direct consequence of the disorientation created by the war, and emerged
from the wreckage of a political order which the congress idea had
served to indict and undermine.!

The most thorough account of the League was offered by Kazim
Karabekir, who was well-positioned to observe its activities from eastern
Anatolia.? Also informed was Ali Fuad [Cebesoy], envoy of Mustafa
Kemal in Moscow.?> Some material concerning the League and its con-
gress seems also to survive in Cemal Pasa’s papers at the Turkish His-
torical Society.*

Following the Mudros armistice of October 1918, the discredited lead-
ers of the Committee of Union and Progress scattered and reached
Germany and Switzerland. Among the refugees were all three Com-
mittee triumvirs, and Enver and Talat, probably at the suggestion of a
German intermediary, went together to meet Comintern secretary Karl
Radek, then in prison. During their meeting, the Comintern secretary
was convinced that the disembodied remnants of the Committee of
Union and Progress were of value, and that they might be redeemed to
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serve the aims of Soviet policy in Muslim lands. The required task did
not differ markedly from that which the Committee of Union and
Progress had undertaken itself: the spread of anti-imperialist and par-
ticularly anti-British propaganda, conveyed in a Muslim idiom, through-
out Anatolia, the Fertile Crescent, Iran, Afghanistan, and India. Few
then would have appreciated the paradox of an avowedly Muslim move-
ment directed from Moscow under Soviet auspices. After the October
Revolution, the Bolsheviks published the secret Entente treaties dividing
the Ottoman Empire, and renounced the spoils sought by the old regime.
They attacked Anglo-French policy in the East in uncompromising
terms, and promised self-determination in those Muslim territories
which were their own imperial inheritance. The militant defense of Islam
had been one of the fundamental themes of the Ottoman claim to
Muslim primacy, and the Soviet Union’s promise to continue this strug-
gle, albeit in an altered form, attracted many Muslims in a period of
general disorientation. Radek invited his two visitors to the Soviet
Union, and while Talat declined, Enver reached Moscow in early 1920.°
A circle of former associates soon formed around him.®

In Enver’s letter to Mustafa Kemal [Atatlirk], written shortly after his
arrival in Moscow, he explained the move from Berlin to the Soviet
capital. It must be remembered that Enver and Mustafa Kemal had not
yet drawn apart, and still maintained a regular correspondence.

While in Berlin, we saw that throughout the Islamic world, various local
movements hostile to the Entente had commenced activity. These move-
ments, deprived of organization and material means, we thought to unify,
once the views of our friends had been ascertained. We contacted rep-
resentatives of various Muslim countries now in Europe, especially the
Indian [Khilafat leader] Muhammad “Ali, with whom a link was estab-
lished. As a consequence, the direction of these movements will be con-
ducted from one center (merkez), where we will create an association
(cemiyet) composed of delegates (murahhaslar) from each country. Finally,
I thought the work would be more fruitful if the association were located
within Russia. On my arrival in Moscow, I spoke to the commissar of
foreign affairs [G.V. Chicherin], who accepted my proposal, and I wrote
to members of the association to convene here.”

Shortly after his arrival in the Soviet Union, Enver claimed to represent
a “union of revolutionary organizations of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia,
Tripoli, Egypt, Arabia, and India.” This was his own depiction of his
ties with leaders of various “local movements” whom he had encoun-
tered in Berlin, but there was unable to assemble in one forum. Enver
returned to Berlin a short time later to finalize the move to Moscow,
and at that time gathered together his associates to define a structure
for the League of Islamic Revolutionary Societies (/is/am [htilal Cemiyetleri
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ifﬁhadz). Europe had hosted the creation of various émigrée Muslim so-
cieties, but this was the most ambitious, for those gathered wrote a
charter (nizamname) to regulate a wide network of other Muslim soci-
eties.?

The charter (see appendix 2) provided for the establishment of a
central committee to oversee centers in each Muslim country, which in
turn were composed of branches. Once established, the branches in a
given country would meet in periodic regional congresses (memalik kon-
greleri), where they would elect delegates to attend a general congress
(umum? kongre), at a time and place determined by the central committee.
The general congress in session would hear the report of the central
committee, review finances, make any necessary changes in the charter,
define a program, and finally elect members to serve on the central
committee in the interim period until the next congress. The central
committee then moved promptly to Moscow along with Enver, and
there, with Soviet financial support, began to disburse sums for various
projects. One expenditure involved the publication of a newspaper in
Berlin, while most of the remaining money went to the support of
individuals who directed centers in Berlin and Rome.®

Of the actual participants in this activity, there is little to add to the
judgment of Mustafa Kemal [Atatiirk]’s envoy to Moscow, Ali Fuad
[Cebesoy], who wrote that the society simply gave another name to the
exiled remnants of the Committee of Union and Progress.’® When Talat,
Nazim, and Halil gathered together for what was to be the last congress
of the Committee of Union and Progress, in September 1921, their
resolutions made it explicit that the League was the foreign-policy arm
of the Committee. Through this medium, relations were to be main-
tained with the Soviet Union and the Third International.’* The League
was thus inseparable from the declining prospects of the Committee of
Union and Progress remnant. Later in 1921, Enver finally convened a
rudimentary gathering of the League in Moscow, a congress about which
regrettably little is known, but about which Soviet archives one day
might have much to recount. The Moscow congress was a very small
gathering, of perhaps no more than a dozen persons. Among the notable
participants were Fahri Paga, the Ottoman defender of Madina against
wartime Arab siege; Shakib Arslan; and Shaykh “Abd al-“Aziz Shawish.?
The proceedings were reportedly marked by tension between Enver and
the Arabic-speaking participants, and “neither the Russians, the Turks,
nor the Muslims were pleased with the result.”*?

The League of Islamic Revolutionary Societies subsequently led little
more than a fictitious existence. There survives an outline of the League’s
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activities, presented by a Muslim spokesman to the Third Congress of
the Comintern, convened in the summer 1921 in Moscow. The chairman
of the Comintern Executive, G. Y. Zinovyev, introduced the spokesman
by noting that he represented “a revolutionary but not a communist
organization.” The spokesman in turn claimed that the League main-
tained intimate ties with a number of religio-nationalist movements
from Morocco to Java.'* No independent evidence confirms the existence
of such close ties. Occasional contacts maintained with various émigreés
in Europe seem more likely to have been the extent of this network.
Enver’s efforts had yielded unsatisfactory results, and Radek proceeded
with an alternative plan, in which the League of Islamic Revolutionary
Societies had no role. Soviet emphasis shifted to encouragement of more
compliant Muslim national communists,’® and the development of an
alliance of convenience with Mustafa Kemal’s nascent Anatolian state.
Soviet authorities soon lost their interest in the League of Islamic Rev-
olutionary Societies; and its leader sensed an imminent fall from favor.

Enver was urged repeatedly by friends to move once again, this time
to Afghanistan, a state to which many Muslims turned following the
Ottoman collapse, and the only Muslim state that had expressed a
willingness to receive him. The Kabul invitation was declined none-
theless, for reasons which even now are unclear, but which may have
been related to Enver’s vaulting ambition. While in Bukhara in the fall
of 1921, Enver, perhaps on mission for the Soviet government, went
over to the Basmachis, a Muslim movement in open resistance to Soviet
consolidation in Central Asia.”” He was killed by Soviet troops in an
armed clash during the summer of the following year, by which time
the League of Islamic Revolutionary Societies had disappeared.!®



SEVEN

KEMALIST TURKEY AND
MUSLIM EMPIRE

The Society of Unitarians
and Aftermath, 1919-1923

THE PROVINCIAL Anatolian town of Sivas in the fall of 1919
was the center of an embryonic military state, the creation of Mustafa
Kemal [Atatiirk] (1881-1938) and a circle of Ottoman military com-
manders for whom the terms of the Mudros armistice were unacceptable.
The officers promoted their movement as an Ottoman and Muslim one.
It was then impossible to know that they bore the seeds of a republican
and secular state. Their declared policy was to liberate the sultan-caliph
and Istanbul from foreign occupation, and so reestablish the continuum
with the traditions of Ottoman primacy in Islam.

It was the promise of continuity with the Ottoman past to which
Muslims elsewhere responded with expressions of sympathy for Mus-
tafa Kemal’s movement. While still in Sivas, and later in Ankara, Mus-
tafa Kemal thought to organize this sympathy in a structured congress
of Muslims. This desire culminated in the creation, near Sivas, of a
secret Muslim society, known as the Society of Unitarians, and in No-
vember 1919 this society convened a Muslim congress in the presence
of Mustafa Kemal and his chief aides. The Society of Unitarians con-
tinued to function under official sponsorship for some time afterward.
When it ceased to exist, an attempt was made by officials of the Ankara
government to convene an open Muslim congress under official Turkish
auspices, an effort which was abandoned only a short time before the
abolition of the Ottoman caliphate.

For the facts surrounding the first of these initiatives, conducted in
absolute secrecy, there is unfortunately no corroboration in published
Turkish sources, although relevant documents reached British Intelli-
gence regularly.! The subsequent initiatives were discussed by a number
of Turkish historians engaged in reinterpretation of this period.?

According to Turkish documents which came into British hands, eight
unnamed “Muslim notables” met in the early fall of 1919 at an un-
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specified site, and drew up a charter for what they entitled the Society
of [Muslim] Unitarians (Muvahhidin).?> They met almost certainly at the
instance of Mustafa Kemal or his close associate, Hiiseyin Rauf Bey
[Orbay], both of whom were quite possibly among the eight. On this
occasion, they resolved to convene a congress composed of delegates
and notables from all Muslim territories at a place determined by them-
selves, and they further agreed to operate in absolute secrecy. This self-
appointed Executive Committee began to make preparations for a larger
gathering, and on November 11, 1919, at a school in Zara, forty miles
east-northeast of Sivas, thirty-seven named Muslims met in camera in
the first general congress of the Society of Unitarians.

Of the method of procedure at this congress, nothing is known. De-
tails on the participants are scant, although their names are on record.
Twelve were representatives of the military movement, and reportedly
among them were Mustafa Kemal and Rauf. The remaining twenty-
five participants were ulama: sixteen from Anatolia, two from Trans-
caucasia, two from Egypt, two from Syria, one from the Yemen, one
from the Najd, and one from the Crimea. More inclusive participation
was envisioned by the organizers for the future, for the opening speaker,
Mustafa Kemal’s colleague Bekir Sami Bey, expressed the hope that the
second congress would include participants from Morocco, Algeria,
Musqgat, Afghanistan, India, and Bukhara, which “have been unable to
send delegates to this meeting.” There are grounds to doubt that in-
vitations were ever sent abroad. It seems probable that most of the
ulama who participated did not arrive especially to join the congress,
but simply found themselves in the vicinity of Sivas or Zara on the
appointed day. Whether from Anatolia or beyond, they were men of
obscure reputations, whose names do not appear in a recent major his-
tory of ulama participation in the Anatolian events of this formative
period.*

On the occasion of this first congress, the eighteen articles of the
charter were presented to the participants for approval (see appendix
3). The purpose of the society, declared the first article, was to gather
all Muslims around the besieged caliphate, for “religion must be utilised
to counter every attack inspired by religion.” The document was explicit
on the nature of that caliphate: it was the possession of the “eldest son”
of the Ottoman house, simultaneously the ruler of the Empire “by right
and merit,” possessing “an unshakeable right of supervision and control”
over the Muslim world in its entirety. The Unitarians were determined
to act on his behalf. The first congress was empowered to establish a
central organization under the supervision of an executive council; to
plan the establishment of branches in other Muslim countries; and to
discuss methods and finance. The “preliminary duty” of the society
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was to secure the independence of all Muslims from foreign domination,
following which a great assembly of delegates (meclis-i muvahhidin) from
all Muslim countries would meet in Istanbul “or in any other place that
may be chosen.” There they would regulate their union. Each member
country would take the form of a “free and independent unit,” with
its own president, supreme council, and ministerial council, but all would
be united under the “sacred protection” of the caliphate in matters of
economic, military, and foreign policies. Each member unit would then
be represented on a “General Council” permanently seated in Istanbul.
In the meantime, the general congress of the Unitarians would meet
annually or, if necessary, twice a year, to examine the progress of the
society toward achievement of this federation of Muslim states. To
better fulfill its tasks, the society’s central organization would be divided
into three sections. The first would deal with internal organization and
finance. While funds were to be raised at first through monthly sub-
scriptions payable by the members, and contributions from wealthy
Muslims, the charter envisioned that each independent Muslim state
would allocate a separate budget toward the society’s activities. The
task of the second section was “propaganda and publications.” It was
“to publish tracts, newspapers and books,” and organize “special del-
egations” to Muslims in lands as distant as Central Africa, India, Turk-
istan, Sumatra, and Java. The third section was to handle “foreign
policy,” presumably relations with non-Muslim states. The most in-
novative subsidiary agency of the society was a “Supreme Court,” com-
posed of a president, four members, and two examining magistrates,
whose task was the prosecution of “traitors” to the society. Since, ac-
cording to article nine, the society considered all Muslims to be members
ipso facto, the anticipated scope of this court’s jurisdiction was vast.
The participants in the first congress reviewed and approved the
charter, elected an eight-man Executive Council for a six-month term,
and elected Mustafa Kemal president of the society. Ten resolutions
were then passed, essentially strengthening the powers of the Executive
Council, and most notably affirming that the Council had no fixed
location but could meet in any Muslim town, as circumstances required.
The most important step taken by the congress after adjournment
was its transfer, with Mustafa Kemal, to Ankara at the end of 1919.
Documents concerning Ankara sessions continued to reach British In-
telligence.” These dealt less than before with wider Muslim issues, so
that one report commented that the society’s tendency “to become
merged in the local activities of the Nationalist movement, continues,
and much of the discussion and decisions of these [most recent] two
meetings are far more in the nature of Nationalist plans for local op-
position to the Entente Powers than the legitimate programme, which
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was laid down in the proceedings of the first meeting of this society.””
At an early date, the society did claim to have sent five delegations to
the Caucasus and Azerbayjan, three to Egypt, three to Syria, two to
Kurdistan, two to Irag, one to Tunisia, one to the Yemen, one to Najd,
one to Afghanistan, and one to India. Twelve active branches, all in
Arabic-speaking territories, were also listed as having been established,
and it was further claimed that a million copies of a proclamation of
unspecified content had been distributed.” But by the summer of 1920,
the society was reportedly “dying of inanimation,” [sic] and no longer
meeting.®

The establishment of a Muslim congress in Ankara nonetheless re-
mained part of the early foreign policy of the new Turkish state. Mustafa
Kemal himself was responsible for the form which the Society of Uni-
tarians took, and among his aims was the continuation of the traditional
Ottoman policy of solidarity, just as the Committee of Union and Prog-
ress had continued that policy. The stress upon Ottoman primacy in
the charter of the Society of Unitarians was unequivocal, and the doc-
ument left the caliph with nominal temporal attributes, so that it cannot
be said that it foreshadowed even the limited step of the separation of
caliphate and sultanate. This was Mustafa Kemal’s early position: “The
first goal of our struggle is to show our enemies, who intend to separate
the sultanate from the caliphate, that the national will shall not permit
it.”? In this manner, he expressed his rejection of the “Vatican Proposal,”
by which certain British diplomats had thought “to give the Sultan-
Caliph a kind of large Vatican in Constantinople, but to keep the Turkish
State in Anatolia otherwise separate with a town in Asia Minor as capital
for administrative purposes.”’’® Any transformation of the caliphate thus
threatened Istanbul itself, and on the question of Istanbul’s reunification
with the hinterland, the Anatolian movement was uncompromising.

Mustafa Kemal did recognize that the caliphate had not served the
Ottoman war effort well, but he did not propose its abolition. He instead
imagined a complementary role for the Muslim congress created by him
and his associates. The society and congress would serve as interme-
diaries between the great reservoir of Muslims and the traditional au-
thority of the caliph. Through such an instrument, Turkish primacy in
Islam might be amplified, and the Ottoman state, through a federal
solution unifying at least Turks and Arabs, might be reconstructed.!
The creation of the society was characteristic of that distinctly Muslim
and Ottoman phase through which Mustafa Kemal permitted his move-
ment to pass, and which has, to a large extent, been obscured by sub-
sequent Turkish nationalist historiography.’? The idiom of discourse
with other Muslims during this phase still evoked the authority of the
Ottoman sultan-caliph, most vividly evident in Mustafa Kemal’s pro-
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clamations (beyannameler) to the Muslim world, issued in the spring of
1920.13

This commitment lapsed when Mehmed VI Vahideddin refused to
offer his patronage to the Anatolian movement conducted ostensibly
on his behalf, a movement which he thought was liable to endanger
what few Allied guarantees were secured through the armistice. To this
we can trace the decline of the Society of Unitarians, and the secret
adoption by Mustafa Kemal of a version of the British “Vatican Pro-
posal.” The British High Commissioner in Istanbul described the trans-
formation: “There appéars to be a good deal of discussion as to whether
the Caliphate might not be vested in a purely spiritual personage sur-
rounded by representatives from Islamic countries and maintaining
touch with them through representatives of an ostensibly ecclesiastic
character in those countries. I find it difficult to believe that the Angora
leaders would think the present moment opportune to challenge Moslem
feeling in Turkey itself on so great an issue, but it would not be safe
to dismiss the possibility altogether.”!4

But preparation for this transformation was in clear evidence the
following month. In March 1921, an article appeared in the official
Kemalist organ, over the name of Hiiseyin Ragib Bey, the Ankara gov-
ernment’s director of publications. The article amounted to an open call
for the establishment of an international Muslim society in Ankara,
composed of delegates (murahhaslar) from throughout the Muslim world.
This initiative, the article continued, was the consequence of both the
“fixed resolve” of the government, and numerous representations made
to Ankara by Muslims abroad. This time, however, no mention was
made of the caliphate, and emphasis was placed instead upon the need
to defend all Muslims against “cross and capital.”?®

The organization of the congress fell to a small committee in Ankara,
which began to plan for the gathering at the home of Mehmed AKkif
[Ersoy] (1873-1936), the Turkish poet who gained renown as the com-
poser of the verses later incorporated in the modern Turkish national
anthem.’s ALif first filled various functions on the boards of Ottoman
state publications, but found his audience after the Young Turk revo-
lution, with his original writings and translations for Sirat-1 miistakim/
Sebiliirresad, Istanbul’s organ of Muslim cosmopolitanism. His work here
established him as the Ottoman Turk most closely linked to Afghani
and his disciples in the propagation of the doctrine of solidarity. The
Ottoman collapse and the subjugation of Istanbul caused Mehmed
Akif to leave the capital, and he turned toward what he saw as a
movement of Muslim revival in Anatolia, reaching Ankara in 1920.

His task was the organization of the Muslim congress envisioned by
Hiuseyin Ragib, through a committee composed of himself; Esref Edib



78 KEMALIST TURKEY AND MUSLIM EMPIRE

[Fergan] Bey, editor of Sebiliirresad, now transplanted to Ankara; and
Hasan Basri [(Cantay] Bey, deputy from Balikesir. Of the work of this
preparatory committee we know very little. The organizers first sched-
uled the congress for mid-March 1922, a year after the initial proposal,
but this appeal was not well-publicized, and brought to Ankara only a
handful of Muslims, about whom nothing is known. These, however,
were reportedly distressed to discover upon their arrival that the con-
gress organizers intended certain changes in connection with the cali-
phate, and so refused to participate in any formal gathering.'”

Here was a subtle but significant manifestation of a new policy, for
the Society of Unitarians had been unequivocal in its insistence upon
a retention by the caliph of his full prerogatives. The new ambiguity
was a consequence of the sultan-caliph’s continued refusal to embrace
the Anatolian movement as his own. While the changes in mind were
unspecified, they almost certainly anticipated the punitive separation
of sultanate from caliphate. In April, a month after the March failure,
Esref Edib issued a second open appeal in Sebiliirresad, again without
reference to the caliphate. The congress was simply “to sink differences
of opinion, and to join in a unanimous decision defining the attitude
of Islam in connection with the great social, economic, political, and
religious crisis in Europe.” Anatolia, added Esref Edib, was the best site
for the gathering, since it was “far removed from European influence.”!?

In November 1922, following a series of Kemalist negotiations with
the Allies, and the entry into Istanbul of a leading Kemalist represent-
ative, it became clear that the city eventually would be incorporated in
the new state created by the Anatolian movement. The Istanbul gov-
ernment collapsed, and retribution was meeted out to the recalcitrant
sultan-caliph, through the separation of the sultanate from the caliphate
and the abolition of the former. The last sultan-caliph, Mehmed VI
Vahideddin, fled the city, and an Ottoman successor, Abdiilmecid, was
installed by the Grand National Assembly as caliph alone. The Grand
National Assembly lent its authority to this step, and arrogated the right
to select the caliph from the Ottoman house. “On the legal side,” wrote
Andrew Ryan of the separation decision, “I believe a good case can be
made out for the election of a Caliph by the Moslems in the immediate
neighborhood of the Caliphate centre.”’” But the merits of that case
were not self-evident to Muslims beyond Istanbul and Anatolia. It was
thus Mustafa Kemal’s hope that a broader assembly of Muslims both
from his territories and from abroad would confirm the act of separation.

Early 1923 consequently saw the return of the congress idea to cir-
culation, but this time in the proposed setting of Istanbul. While the
organizers secured promises of Afghan participation,® a group of Syr-
ians, Palestinians, and Egyptians began to organize delegations.?* Over
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the summer, two official envoys from Ankara arrived in the Egyptian
port of Alexandria, to disseminate the idea of an Istanbul caliphate
congress.??> Here one again finds the hand of Shaykh “Abd al-Aziz
Shawish, who had arrived in Anatolia following his disappointment
with Enver and the League of Islamic Revolutionary Societies. He wrote
letters to Indian Muslims urging them to participate in a “Grand Con-
ference of Muslims” at any “‘suitable place” in Muslim territory, and
to support the establishment of a caliphate “assembly” in Istanbul.??

At this point, Muslims elsewhere were given to understand that the
congress would simply serve the caliph in an advisory capacity (sura-y:
hilafet). But in November 1923, editorials appeared in several Istanbul
newspapers which made the design for an elected caliphate explicit. If
the caliph were to abdicate, the articles suggested, then the institution
would be refurbished through an Istanbul congress of representative
Muslims. These would elect a caliph enjoying Muslim confidence, who
would then be in a far better position to perform his new duties ef-
fectively. An argument ensued in the Istanbul press on this proposal,
for the caliph himself protested that he had ascended to his office in a
legal manner, and had received the lawful allegiance of Muslims else-
where, through telegrams and letters. He would not consider the sur-
render of his prerogatives.?*

Confronted with this refusal of the caliph and his supporters to par-
ticipate voluntarily in the final transformation of the caliphate, Mustafa
Kemal was driven to consider more radical methods. In light of the
evidence, it seems probable that he preferred the preservation of the
Ottoman caliphate in Istanbul, in a form dependent upon a Muslim
congress controlled by his own organizers. But in May 1923, the British
learned from the amir of Afghanistan that his government would not
participate in an Istanbul caliphate congress as he, alone among Muslim
rulers, had previously announced.?® This early return must have damp-
ened all enthusiasm for the congress, for even Afghanistan, then among
Turkey’s closest allies, recoiled from the changes envisioned by Mustafa
Kemal. The final eclipse of the proposed Istanbul congress was one of
the considerations which led Mustafa Kemal to weigh the physical
expulsion of the last Ottoman caliph and his family, and so exchange
the Muslim facade of his autocracy for a republican one.

In March 1924, the Turkish Grand National Assembly, acting upon
the initiative of Mustafa Kemal, approved the deposition of Abdiilmecid,
the abolition of the caliphate, and the expulsion of all members of the
Ottoman house.? The decision was bound to intensify the contest
among Muslim régimes for primacy in Islam. But the new Turkey would
not be among the rivals. The policy which began with the Society of
Unitarians at Zara had run its course.



EIGHT

NEW CALIPH IN
ARABIA

The Pilgrimage Congress,
1924

IN THE summer of 1916, with the outbreak of the Arab Revolt,
Mecca finally passed from Ottoman hands to those of the Sharif of
Mecca. For an interregnum of nearly a decade, the Sharif Husayn (1853-
1931), and briefly his son “Ali, were in possession of the holy premises.
The Meccan sharifs had been urged to assert their claim to Muslim
primacy for nearly four decades by visionaries like Blunt and Zohrab,
radical Muslim reformers like Kawakibi, and finally British officials like
Kitchener and Sykes. Once the war had ended in disaster for Ottoman
forces, and Istanbul was overrun by Allied forces, word began to spread
again of an impending Meccan congress.

A series of tentative initiatives spanned the years 1921 to 1924, none
of which culminated in the anticipated congress. Then, immediately
following the abolition of the Ottoman caliphate in March 1924, Hu-
sayn’s followers acclaimed him caliph, and in July 1924 there met in
Mecca what his organizers entitled the Pilgrimage Congress. From this
long-awaited gathering, perhaps consciously imitative of Kawakibi’s
Umm al-qura, Husayn attempted to extract some sort of sanction for his
new caliphate. The effort failed in the face of opposition from a bloc
of unsympathetic participants, but the congress decided to reconvene
annually during the pilgrimage season, and resolved to establish a per-
manent secretariat. By the next pilgrimage season, however, the Ikhwan
of Ibn Sa“ud had overrun Mecca and opened their campaign of eradi-
cating all traces of Hashimite rule. Husayn had fled the country.

The most important sources for the preliminary initiatives and the
Pilgrimage Congress were the reports in a/-Qibla, Mecca’s official news-
paper throughout the period. British and French consular reports from
Jidda were also well-informed. The correspondence of Palestinian par-
ticipants sheds further light on the role of Palestinian-Hijazi cooperation
in the emergence of the Pilgrimage Congress.
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In early 1921, a former Ottoman Seyhiilislam, Haydari-zide Ibrahim
Efendi, received a letter in Turkish from Haifa:

In view of the fact that the congress called ‘Din-i-Nahda-i-Islamiye” will
be held at Mecca during this year’s pilgrimage, distinguished and capable
doctors of law (ulema) and philosophers from Egypt, Syria, Palestine and
India have been invited, as well as those Moslem dignitaries who will
assemble there in order to fulfil the sacred duty of the pilgrimage.!

Haydari-zade Ibrahim Efendi was asked to attend or send a capable
substitute. The invitation was signed by a certain Muhammad Adib
Ramadan al-Qudsi, an instructor at the Great Mosque in Haifa. At about
the same time, the French High Commissariat in Syria learned through
an informer that a number of Syrian notables had received similar in-
vitations from the same source.? Field Marshal Lord Allenby, British
High Commissioner in Egypt, was unable to learn anything about a
Meccan congress from local Cairo sources,® but the British consul in
Jidda did hear rumors that Husayn’s son Faysal was arranging a congress
of Arab leaders and important Muslims during the coming pilgrimage.*

It was difficult to determine whether this pointed to a Hashimite
congress initiative. British authorities in Palestine thought Muhammad
Adib Ramadan al-Qudsi no more than a self-important religious en-
thusiast, but the French in Syria considered him a Hashimite agent.
Hashimite sponsorship for a congress proposed for Hashimite territory
seemed not at all unlikely, and there was every reason for al-Qudsi to
obscure this fact. For influential Muslims held Husayn to blame for
dividing the ranks of Islam through his revolt, and for speeding the
military humiliation of Ottoman armies. Even long-standing supporters
withheld their sympathies. An important defection from his cause was
that of Rashid Rida, whose journal a/-Manar had first given currency to
the idea of a Qurashi caliphate at Mecca, through the serialization of
Kawakibi’s Umm al-qura. In 1916, Rida performed the pilgrimage, and
was much taken by the Sharif Husayn, who awarded him an annual
subsidy and gave him a large gift.> But by 1924, Rida was writing of
Husayn’s movement that it was “vile and despicable.”

This disillusionment with Husayn was linked to the disappointment
of those like Rashid Rida who had supported his act of rebellion as an
act of liberation. Now that they apprehended the consequences of the
war—the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, and the Anglo-
French partition of the most populous Arabic-speaking provinces—old
supporters vented their sense of betrayal and guilt through attacks on
Husayn. Husayn invested his last years in the Hijaz in a futile attempt
to convince Muslims of his concern for his faith, and so relieve his
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political isolation. The French minister in Cairo thought that rumors
about a Meccan Muslim congress had been launched by Husayn himself,
to test Muslim opinion.” Husayn, then, must have realized that his own
direct invitations would probably go unanswered, and it was for this
reason that the invitation was given a formal Palestinian provenance.

This attempt to conceal the paternity of the proposal met with no
success. Haydari-zade Ibrahim Efendi, perhaps suspecting Hashimite
sponsorship, turned his invitation over to Ahmed Tevfik Paga, the Ot-
toman Grand Vizier, who in turn passed on translations to the British
High Commissioner in Istanbul. With this information, the British police
in Palestine descended upon Muhammad Ramadan Adib al-Qudsi. He
was discharged from his position in Haifa, and was put under police
surveillance, while the police raided the Haifa printing firm which han-
dled the invitations.® “The information which the Grand Vizier gave to
[High Commissioner] Sir H. Rumbold has enabled the Palestine
Gov[ernmen]t to arrest a man who might at any rate have been a nui-
sance as an aspiring Islamic propagandist.”®

Husayn’s supporters proceeded on a more modest scale the following
year. In August 1922, Mecca was made the site of a Congress of the
Arabian Peninsula (mw’tamar jazirat al-“arab). The intent was to gather
only Arabic-speakers from the peninsula and the adjacent Fertile Cres-
cent. It was even decided that, while other Muslims were permitted to
attend, only Arabs had the right to speak and vote.'® Husayn thus
conceded the narrow base of his following beyond the Hijaz, and the
exclusively Arab appeal of his movement. In August 1923, a second
such gathering was held.! In both instances, participants came primarily
from the Hijaz, Yemen, the Hadramawt, Syria, Palestine, and Irag—
Arabic-speaking territories in which Husayn could claim a following or
a semblance of one.

But as the 1920s unfolded, Husayn increasingly began to cast himself
not only as an Arab spokesman, but as a Muslim leader as well. For
him, as for many Muslim Arab nationalists then and since, the two
roles were not mutually exclusive. The Muslim idiom characterized his
speeches and proclamations even during his rebellion against the Ot-
toman sultan-caliph.’> But Husayn’s Arabism was gradually sublimated
when, besieged by critics, he fell back upon the vocabulary of Islam to
preserve that loose confederation that had made the Arab Revolt. A
new initiative for a Meccan Muslim congress was part of that trans-
formation, which issued from political necessity.

Again, the initiative’s precise origins were not clear, but once again
the formal provenance was Palestinian. A fledgling alliance had been
forged between Palestinian Arab nationalists and Husayn. The former
urged Husayn not to sign a treaty regularizing relations with Great
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Britain before securing guarantees on Palestine, and the latter, seeking
to emerge from isolation, responded by actively promoting the Pales-
tinian Arab cause.’ In July 1922, a Palestinian “Islamic” delegation
arrived in Mecca to garner support for Palestinian resistance both to
Zionism and to the recently imposed League of Nations mandate for
Palestine. There the delegation played a crucial role in the convening
of the first Congress of the Arabian Peninsula, and “Abd al-Qadir al-
Muzaffar, the delegation’s president, opened the first session.'*

But the Palestinians were interested in reaching beyond the Arabs
during their Meccan mission, for the delegation’s activities represented
the first Palestinian effort to mobilize specifically Muslim support for
the Palestinian cause. Their delegation was self-avowedly Muslim, and
their arrival reportedly set off demonstrations of support by Egyptian,
Sudanese, Afghan, Indian, Kurdish, Turkish, Iranian, Javanese, and Arab
pilgrims and residents in both Mecca and Jidda.’> A few days later, the
secretary of the delegation wrote to Jerusalem of wide Hijazi interest
in a Muslim congress—a good thing indeed, “for we are in great need
of a demonstration by all Muslims.”1¢

This was emphasized when one member of the Palestinian delegation,
at a banquet given by Husayn in their honor, rose to make a proposal.
A society should be established called the Islamic Congress (al-mu’tamar
al-islami), under Husayn’s presidency, and this congress should collect
a sizable sum to be kept in the Hijaz for various projects. Husayn, while
expressing sympathy with these aims, demurred, but the idea was not
abandoned.'” A year later, during the pilgrimage, a meeting was held
in Mina in support of the Islamic Congress, and al-Qibla promised to
publish its program.’® The new society initially struck the British consul
in Jidda as Arab rather than Muslim in emphasis, but within six months,
the ascent of a Muslim orientation in Hijazi foreign policy was indis-
putable.”®

For in early March 1924, on the heels of the abolition of the Ottoman
caliphate, Husayn was acclaimed as caliph by a group of ulama and
notables assembled in Transjordan.?® The reaction in the wider Muslim
world was uncompromisingly hostile, giving plain evidence that the
idea of the spiritual authority of the Meccan sharifs, promoted first by
Birdwood, Zohrab, and Blunt, had no foundation in Muslim consensus.
Husayn attempted to overcome the unpopularity of his elevation to the
caliphate by a series of steps perhaps consciously drawn from Kawakibi’s
Umm al-qura. He established an advisory council to the caliphate (majlis
shura al-khilafa), a body of thirty-one members from various Muslim
lands, but “elected” by the leading ulama and notable foreign residents
of Mecca and Madina. Among the members of this council were nine
Meccan notables; seven other Hijazis; three Indians; three Sudanese;



84 NEW CALIPH IN ARABIA

two Bukharans; two Indonesians or Malayans (Jawa); and one member
each from the Maghrib, Syria, Turkey, Daghistan, and Afghanistan.
More than half of the members of the advisory council thus represented
territories under Husayn’s own direct control, while those who repre-
sented other lands were drawn principally from foreign communities
in the Hijaz.?' The various tasks of this advisory council and its sub-
committees were then set out in detail, and the council began to meet
each Tuesday to impart its advice.??

Husayn finally convened the Islamic Congress in July 1924 as the
Pilgrimage Congress (mu’tamar al-hajj), in sessions which were intended
to gather prominent pilgrims from throughout the Muslim world. The
method of their selection was haphazard, and the list of participants
indicates that the great majority were local notables. Once assembled,
they adopted a charter consisting of eight articles (see appendix 4). Few
provisions were made for internal organization in this document, beyond
the creation of administrative, financial, and “presidential” committees,
and the call for the creation of local subcommittees (/ijan far<iyya). The
annual congress was to devote itself to the promotion of mutual aware-
ness among Muslims, but asserted that Arab unity was to be the nucleus
(nawah) of Muslim unity. Article eight furthermore declared the com-
mitment of the congress to the spread of Arabic in all Muslim countries,
and made Arabic the only official language of the body.?* The Pilgrimage
Congress was therefore cast from the same mold as Kawakibi’'s Umm
al-qura. The primacy of the Arabs in Islam was asserted without equiv-
ocation.

Missing from the charter, however, was all mention of the caliphate.
According to a Jidda source, a bloc of congress participants resisted all
means of persuasion brought to bear by Husayn to extract a categorical
recognition of his caliphate, and he thus saw a serious check to his
candidacy in his own country.? The resistance was the work of Shaykh
cAbd al-“Aziz al-Tha“alibi (1874-1944), a journalist and activist of Tu-
nisian birth who reappeared often in subsequent Muslim congresses.
His dissent cannot have been motivated by a religious objection, for he
himself was widely suspected of harboring heterodox beliefs. The ulama
of Tunis once succeeded in having him imprisoned for utterances of
grossly heterodox nature, and after his release, he co-wrote with his
defense lawyer, a Gallicized Tunisian Jew, a controversial book entitled
L ‘esprit libéral du Coran. *® This unconventional past was later obscured by
his political activism, and his major role in the creation of the Destour
party. Tha“alibi was prosecuted while in Tunisia by French authorities
for his political activities, and finally left the country in 1923 for a
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prolonged and self-imposed exile of fourteen years, which took him
through the Middle East, India, and Southeast Asia. These travels
brought him also to Mecca, where Thaalibi argued that the Pilgrimage
Congress was not empowered by other Muslims to act on their behalf,
and so enjoyed no contractual authority. The force of his personality
made him much the dominant figure. His views prevailed, and the
caliphate did not figure in the resolutions of the congress. The British
consul in Jidda concluded that “the jejune nature of the results of the
Pilgrimage Conference suggest complete failure.”’2

The council and congress therefore did little to relieve Husayn’s iso-
lation. Nor did they moderate the rapidity with which Husayn fell.
Within weeks of these events, in late August 1924, his Arabian rival,
cAbd al-“Aziz Ibn Sa“ud, launched his final assault on the Hijaz, and
the state built by Husayn crumbled. In October, faced with imminent
Wahhabi conquest, the notables of Mecca and Jidda induced Husayn
to abdicate in favor of his son “Ali, who renounced all Hashimite claims
to the caliphate. Husayn himself fled to “Agaba, and later settled in
Cyprus.

The impending loss of the Hijaz prompted one last attempt by the
family to convene a Muslim congress in Mecca, in the hope of precluding
a Saudi conquest. In September, Husayn’s son Faysal, by this time
established in Iraq, proposed that “Ali replace Husayn, and “invite all
principal Moslem countries to send deputations to Mecca and evolve
[a] stable and efficient administrative council for the Hedjaz being pro-
vided for by volunteers furnished by the countries sending deputa-
tions.”?”” This amounted to a Muslim internationalization of the holy
city, an idea explicit in certain passages of Kawakibi's Umm al-qura.?®
After Husayn’s abdication, Faysal pressed the idea even more desper-
ately, with plans to appeal for the participation of King Fuad of Egypt,
the Nawab of Rampur, the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Amir of Afghan-
istan, the regent of Iran, Shaykh Ahmad al-Sanusi, and Egyptian, Indian,
and Southeast Asian Muslim organizations.? This proposal offered no
respite, for in mid-October 1924, Saudi forces entered Mecca. Husayn’s
son and successor, “Ali, had no greater ambition than survival. He even
promised to an Egyptian mediation mission that he would recognize
King Fu®ad of Egypt as caliph, if only the Egyptians would extend to
him that aid which he thought necessary to beat back Ibn Sa“ud.*® The
appeal failed, and in December 1925, Jidda fell to Ibn Sa“ud’s warriors,
ending the fifty-year bid by the sharifs of Mecca for Muslim primacy.
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THE CALIPHATE GRAIL

The General Islamic Congress for
the Caliphate in Egypt 1926

OVER TWO YEARS of intensive organizing effort preceded the
Cairo caliphate congress of May 1926. Immediately following the ab-
olition of the Ottoman caliphate in March 1924, the leading ulama of
the mosque-university of al-Azhar met and issued a proclamation an-
nouncing their intention to convene a Muslim congress in a year’s time,
an event to which representatives of all Muslim peoples would be in-
vited. The congress, convened in Egypt, “the most excellent of Islamic
lands,” would do no less than designate a new caliph, and so end the
disarray into which the Turkish decision had cast the Muslim world.!
In Cairo, a preparatory committee of Azhar ulama planned the agenda
of the congress and the invitation of delegates from throughout the
Muslim world. Elsewhere in Egypt, there emerged a string of fourteen
“caliphate committees,” working in support of the congress and the
preparatory committee. Through additional branch committees, their
reach extended to every major Egyptian population center, and their
participants soon numbered in the hundreds.? In line with a traditional
policy of religious tolerance, Great Britain had declared the restoration
of the caliphate a religious problem in the solution of which Britain
would not interfere. The organizers thus were able to pursue their ac-
tivities in Egypt without fear of hindrance.

But despite this declaration, the caliphate congress was not strictly a
religious matter, for the royal palace had a hand in the effort. Much
evidence suggests that the organizers hoped not simply to solve the
problem of the caliphate, but to prepare the ground for an Egyptian
caliphate in the person of King Fuad I (r. 1920-1936). These inclinations
were impossible to conceal, and the congress was shadowed by the
suspicion that its conclusions were foregone. The resulting domestic
criticism by opponents of the monarchy led to a postponement of the
congress for a year. Then the failure of the organizers to secure wide
participation led to a modification of the agenda to exclude the actual
selection of a caliph. A further blow was dealt by the simultaneous
preparation of a rival Muslim congress in Mecca (see following chapter).
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When the Cairo congress finally met, it was only to declare that the
caliphate was still possible, and that the subject demanded further ex-
amination. The participants then dispersed in the anticipation that they
would elaborate upon this verdict the following year. But no effort was
made toward this end, and the congress never reassembled.

The Cairo congress is the first for which extensive sources survive,
among them proceedings and an archive. The Azhar preparatory com-
mittee even published a special periodical in Cairo, as a means for
circulation of official proclamations and articles in support of the pro-
jected congress. The proceedings themselves were published serially in
Arabic by Rashid Rida, in Urdu translation by the Indian Muslim activist
and organizer “Inayat Allah Khan Mashriqi, and in French translation
by Achille Sékaly.> On the basis of the proceedings as translated by
Sékaly, and the periodical press, a number of contemporary observers
wrote secondary studies, of which Arnold Toynbee’s was the most
influential .4

In subsequent years, various relevant memoirs and published letters
of participants appeared. A son of Shaykh Muhammad al-Ahmadi al-
Zawahiri, who was a leading Egyptian participant and later Shaykh al-
Azhar, published his father’s reminiscences concerning the event.’ Ra-
shid Rida wrote a brief behind-the-scenes account, and in his published
letters to Shakib Arslan he also discussed the congress and its anteced-
ents.® Documents from several state archival collections added much
more to the picture from the perspective of those foreign governments
which saw themselves affected by the Cairo proceedings. Some of these
sources and others were combined by Elie Kedourie in his broader study
of Egypt and the caliphate question, part of which was devoted to the
Cairo caliphate congress.” This was the first examination to press beyond
the formal proceedings to arrive at another level of evidence and inter-
pretation, and there to discover a complex web of rivalries that deter-
mined the course of the congress.

Two other archival collections then not available fully illuminate that
further side of the congress. The first is the archive of the Egyptian
royal palace, which contains several relevant files on preparations for
the congress and the extent of palace involvement.? The second is a
collection of 133 documents which constitute what remains of the con-
gress papers, and which were deposited in the library of al-Azhar.’

The initiative was ostensibly that of the Shaykh al-Azhar, but was
very much under the supervision of his personal secretary and president
of the higher council of Azhar ulama, Shaykh Muhammad Faraj al-
Minyawi. Planning the congress alongside him were members of an
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inner circle of initiates; beyond that working group was an outer circle
of aides and supporters, who lent their names and time to the effort.
Among the initial supporters was Rashid Rida, who only recently had
described his vision of an elected caliphate in a compendium of his
ideas on the subject, published in 1922. There he developed his earlier
congress ideas (see chapter 3), and advocated a full-blown caliphal bu-
reaucracy, under a caliph chosen by “those who loose and bind” and
endowed with spiritual authority.1°

For so massive an undertaking, the organizers required a budget.
Although every opportunity was taken by the organizers and the king
to deny any connection between them, the organizers turned to the
royal palace for the necessary funds from the outset, and a solicitation
letter from three of the principal congress organizers to an unnamed
palace functionary gives details. The authors first dealt with the problem
of creating a supportive domestic organization at the grass roots:

We believe that the spread of the appeal within Egypt will require or-
ganizations in the capital of each district (mudiriyya); the creation of branch
committees for those organizations in the countryside; and the selection
of able preachers (khutaba®) to spread the word, win hearts, and caress
ears—all to gain approval for the idea of the congress, and then to prepare
minds afterwards to accept whatever is decided, so that the appeal will
be ultimately successful.

In discussing the requirements of the campaign abroad, the authors
pointed to the considerable effort invested by supporters of Husayn’s
Meccan caliphate in the propagation of their message:

As for spreading the word abroad, we believe that in principle this will
require a special journal distributed free of charge throughout the Muslim
world. The congress secretariat is prepared to edit this journal. Since we
cannot count on the Egyptian press to publish the tracts of the congress
secretariat, like they publish those in support of the other so-called cal-
iphate [in the Hijaz], this requires haste in establishing a special journal
at the congress secretariat. . . . it is no secret that the Hijaz, as is clear
from a glance at Palestinian, Syrian, and other newspapers, is pursuing
its own appeal through several means. The newspaper al-Qibla has been
especially designated for this propaganda. And emissaries have been sent
to various lands, and will try to distribute publications to the pilgrims
this year. This is how the situation appears to us. The opinion of your
excellency is more sublime.!!

The answer from the palace to this entreaty does not survive, but the
periodical began to appear regularly in October 1924, in a format that
required a substantial outlay of money. Shaykh Muhammad Faraj al-
Minyawi, the principal signatory of the solicitation, was the journal’s
editor, and his editorial line exactly reflected that of his letter:
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A caliphate established in Mecca, among the barren rocks and amassed
sands of the desert, would be an unstable caliphate parting at the seams.
The beduin would plunder its strength and undermine its foundations.
.. Egypt at present is more independent than others, better fortified against
the raids of Beduin (a/-2°rab), and freer than any Muslim land in the
East.2

The palace channeled the necessary funds through the government
ministry responsible for religious endowments, which, unlike other min-
istries, fell under the direct supervision of the palace. The Shaykh al-
Azhar wrote to the ministry requesting funds to cover an unexplained
deficit, and in 1924 received £E2,500 for this purpose; the Shaykh al-
Azhar accounted for the money as having been spent on the congress.!?
This financial connection was concealed until well after the conclusion
of the congress, permitting the organizers to maintain that the congress
was strictly the initiative of a group of disinterested ulama.

It was not without cause, then, that those Egyptians opposed to the
monarchy and its aggrandizement similarly opposed the congress. First,
the royal family bared their internal dissensions. “Umar Tusun (1872-
1944), an independently wealthy Alexandrian prince and prolific am-
ateur historian, wrote to then-Prime Minister Sad Zaghlul upon the
abolition of the Ottoman caliphate, asking the government’s opinion
on the possibility of holding a Muslim congress in Egypt to settle the
caliphate question. Tusun clearly envisioned himself as chief organizer,
for he had maintained an interest in wider Muslim affairs throughout
his career, and knew Turkish and Persian. Zaghlul, in his reply, deferred
the decision to the king, so a short time later Tusun arrived at “Abdin
Palace at the head of a delegation of supportive ulama to press their
request.’* They met only the first secretary, and asked him to remind
the king of their desire to organize a caliphate congress in Egypt. But
the maverick prince was rightly considered less than sympathetic to the
king’s ambitions, and so the palace threw its weight behind the far less
independent Azhar committee. Tusun, once excluded from the congress
plans, began to patronize a popular Sufi shaykh, Muhammad Madi Abu
al-“Aza’im (1869-1937), who had already organized a rival congress
committee of Azhar ulama disaffected with their palace-oriented col-
leagues. While the Tusun-Abu al-“Aza’im committee, with its few
branches, was decidedly weaker than its rival, it nonetheless complicated
the task of the Azhar committee both within Egypt and abroad, and
became a convenient vehicle for others hostile to the royal palace.’

A group of religious zealots under the leadership of the blind Shaykh
Yusuf al-Dijwi (1870-1946) made the task still more difficult. Dijwi
had gained renown for his leading role in the trial and persecution of
Shaykh “Ali “Abd al-Raziq, and was convinced of the necessity of an
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active and vital caliphate.’® But his group, also formed immediately after
the abolition of the Ottoman caliphate, opposed an Egyptian caliphate,
because vice-ridden Egypt was not governed by Islamic law. Egypt as
a geographic and cultural entity was certainly the Muslim land most
worthy of the caliphate, wrote Shaykh Dijwi and his associates in a
manifesto, but the “legal order in our country is invalid.” The Afghans,
who maintained the holy law of Islam, were “the single community to
preserve the principles of their religion,” and had succeeded the Turks
to Muslim primacy. “If Afghanistan had what Egypt has, in geographic
location and situation at the meeting point of east and west, and sci-
entific and economic centrality, the Muslims from one corner of the
world to another would be stirred to recognize its amir as caliph.” Egypt
“could yet win for herself the affection once held for the Turks and
now held for the Afghans,” but only if the king would enforce Islamic
law, throughout the land. Shaykh Dijwi guaranteed that he and his
followers then would respond by promoting the caliphate of the Egyp-
tian royal house.” The palace was not enthusiastic about this suggestion,
resented the unfavorable comparison of Egypt with Afghanistan, and
later had the police open an investigation of Shaykh Dijwi’s group.
According to an official communiqué, “they were occupied with a ques-
tion that did not concern them.””*®

Opposition then began to spread beyond the ulama in the Tusun-
Abu al-Aza’im and Dijwi circles to various liberals and nationalists
anxious lest the palace wield the caliphate to intimidate domestic rivals.
The political struggle within Egypt had intensified in 1924, with the
election and installation of a Wafdist government led by the nationalist
leader Sa“d Zaghlul (1857-1927), who had just returned from exile. It
was not long before tension developed between the Wafd and the palace,
and between the two central actors in the Egyptian political arena,
Zaghlul and King Fu’ad.

Zaghlul as prime minister initially wavered on the question of an
Egyptian caliphate, but then decided against seeking the title for Egypt’s
ruler.”® His interior minister and nephew, Fath Allah Barakat, issued
orders to provincial governors that they withhold all assistance from
the Azhar caliphate committees, and banned sharia court judges from
serving as members.?® At a later date, after Zaghlul had resigned his
ministry, his party went so far as to subsidize the Tusun-Abu al-Azaim
committees, so resolute was the Wafdist determination to thwart the
palace’s designs.?! In such a charged political atmosphere, the congress
plans suffered from their association with the ambitions of the Egyptian
ruling house. The appearance of serious domestic opposition was thus
the most probable cause of the Azhar committee’s January 1925 decision
to postpone the congress for one year.?
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Domestic opposition could not forestall indefinitely a project which
enjoyed the open support of Azhar ulama and the covert aid of the
royal palace. The issue soon became not whether the congress would
take place, but who would arrive from Muslim states and communities
beyond Egypt to participate in a forum very likely to insist upon Egypt’s
centrality in Islam. According to Rashid Rida, who served on the pre-
paratory subcommittee for invitations, the Azhar committee appealed
to kings, sultans, princes, and heads of important religious societies
throughout the Muslim world, to respond and participate. Sectarian
differences were disregarded: Wahhabis, Ibadis, Zaydi and Twelver
ShiSis, and even the Agha Khan of the IsmaSlis, were invited, although
the question of the caliphate was not posed to these sects by the Turkish
act of abolition.?® Yet here again, the identification of the congress with
the palace, and the fragmented state of Muslim opinion, worked to
defeat the organizers.

One instance concerned the dissemination of the Azhar invitation in
Shi< Iran. On his own initiative, the Egyptian minister to Iran, “Abd
al-“Azim Rashid Pasha, lobbied at Teheran and Qumm to convince both
the government and leading Shiq ulama to send authorized delegates
to Cairo. The first evidence of “Abd al-“Azim’s activity dates from Oc-
tober 1925, when he inserted an article in a Baghdad newspaper strongly
attacking the Abu al-“Aza”im caliphate committee.?* By November, he
had successfully planted a eulogistic front-page article about King Fu’ad
in an Iranian newspaper; the piece, printed under a portrait of Egypt’s
monarch, described Fu®ad as “defender of Islam.”’?5 In March 1926, a
Soviet radio broadcast to Iran criticized the caliphate congress, and “Abd
al-“Azim responded by inserting counter-propaganda in two Iranian
newspapers.?® This service he paid for: “The newspaper business will
do absolutely nothing without recompense,” for “the state of poverty
in this country has a great effect on any service in all branches.” He
lamented “the weak means that the foreign ministry has put in our
hands—the sum of 150 pounds.”?

In January 1926, “Abd al-Azim opened a round of personal diplomacy
with a visit to Qumm for meetings with religious figures. The ulama
expressed their concern about the recent territorial gains of the Saudi
movement in Arabia, and this gave “Abd al-“Azim a chance to discuss
in detail Egypt’s pursuit of an anti-Wahhabi policy “since the time of
Muhammad “Ali Pasha.”? But it was not until February that the Egyp-
tian minister heard that the caliphate congress was scheduled definitely
for May. He immediately warned his superiors that “this country has
a strange belief about the caliphate,” citing Twelver Shi< doctrine, but
this did not deter him.?* During March, he received a batch of printed
invitations to the congress from Husayn Wali, one of the Cairo organ-
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izers, with a request that the Egyptian minister distribute them. This
he did, through the Iranian premier, all the while stressing that time
was short and urging speedy replies.*°

In fact, as Sir Percy Loraine reported, the Iranian government was
“rather embarrassed” at the suggestion that Iran participate,® and an
elaborate game of evasion began. The Iranian premier informed “Abd
al-“Azim that the decision rested with the ulama, but the ulama replied
that the decision rested with the government. When “Abd al-“Azim
pressed Iran’s minister of information, he was told that the ulama had
agreed in principle to participation, but final word was delayed because
of difficulties in contacting Shii authorities in Najaf. Could the congress
be postponed? “Abd al-“Azim countered that the ulama had told him
that they were in total agreement, and that the matter was in the hands
of the government. The Iranian minister replied that the ulama spoke
what they knew to be false themselves, because the real difficulty was
their inability to agree on who would represent them at Cairo.?

“Abd al-“Azim began to appreciate the futility of his efforts. An in-
timate of Riza Shah told him that the Shah preferred to see the congress
convened in the Hijaz, as he was certain that the ruler of any other
host country would be elected caliph. The holy cities were the gibla of
all Muslims, and therefore neutral sites. “Abd al-“Azim tried at length
to explain that Cairo was an equally neutral site, but parted discouraged.
“The circumstances which I witness here weaken any hope that Iran
will accept the invitation to the congress.”*?

A prominent “al/im then astonished “Abd al-“Azim with yet another
counter-proposal: Najaf was a more appropriate site for the congress,
since Egypt was under British influence. “Abd al-“Azim replied that
Najaf was located in territory under British mandate, while Egypt was
independent, and he saw in this a further sign that Iranian participation
was unlikely.** “Abd al-“Azim suggested to his own government that,
in order to secure Shi<i cooperation, the agenda of the congress be
expanded beyond the caliphate question to matters of general Muslim
interest.> But by this time, the British authorities in Egypt had become
rather annoyed with “Abd al-Azim’s lobbying. Unenthusiatic them-
selves about the congress, they thought it better that Iran abstain from
participation, and that “Abd al-Azim be instructed that Iranian rep-
resentation was a matter between Azhar shaykhs and Persian mullahs,
not diplomats and foreign ministers.’* Within a month, “Abd al-“Azim
was sent a reprimand from the Egyptian royal diwan, informing him
that the invitation to the congress was solely the work of men of religion,
and that the Egyptian government had no official connection with the
congress.*”
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Perhaps the British insisted on the reprimand; perhaps some Egyptian
authority decided that reluctant Iranian attendance was more a liability
than an asset to the ultimate election of Fuad as caliph. “Abd al-“Azim
could offer only this apology: “If I discussed the matter, it was because
I saw it as my obligation toward an invitation issued from my country.”’?
When the Shaykh al-Azhar finally wired an invitation, the Iranian gov-
ernment announced that the Shi< ulama had not had adequate time to
study the caliphate question, and authorized Iran’s diplomatic repre-
sentative at Cairo to attend only as a spectator.*

With the establishment of Saudi control over the holy cities of Arabia,
reading Saudi attitudes assumed a new urgency. In a letter to the Shaykh
al-Azhar, Ibn Sa“ud had promised his support for the Cairo caliphate
congress provided that the participants represented the majority of Mus-
lims. He declared himself willing to recognize the decision of such a
congress as binding, and denied any personal caliphal ambition.*° But
he feared that an elected caliph—particularly a Egyptian one—might
lay some claim to the holy cities only recently occupied by his forces.
The Egyptians already had attempted to establish a religious protectorate
over the Hijaz, shortly before the triumph of Saudi arms.** The Cairo
organizers thus could not have been surprised when Ibn Sa“ud sent no
delegate to their congress, for he had little to gain from its success, and
much to loose from a decisive outcome.

The Azhar committee anticipated more from Muslim India, where
the fate of the caliphate had evoked profound concern among Sunni
and Shi< alike. The Indian Khilafat Committee, under the leadership
of two brothers, Muhammad “Ali (1878-1931) and Shawkat “Ali (1873~
1938), commanded a following which reached the proportions of a mass
movement in the early 1920s, and the Azhar committee regarded the
participation of the organization in the Cairo caliphate congress as critical
if the resolutions of the projected congress were to bind this largest
Muslim community. But the Khilafat Committee leaders were wary of
Egyptian intentions. When rumors reached Delhi in late March 1924
that the Azhar ulama planned to proclaim Fu’ad caliph, Shawkat “Ali
cabled Sa“d Zaghlul from Delhi expressing the hope that Egyptian ulama
“do not intend any hasty action regarding future of khilafate.” The
Khilafat Committee was attempting to convince the Turks to appoint
one of their own to the office, but should this effort fail, “future of
khilafate should be left to be settled by proposed world muslim con-
ference.”*? Shawkat “Ali warned the Shaykh al-Azhar that “undue haste
in [a] matter of such grave importance is likely to be as dangerous as
undue delay or neglect.”** Later Shawkat “Ali asked for details about
the way in which the caliph would be selected. He hoped for unanimous
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agreement, but “Muslims of the far distant places would be fewer com-
pared with local visitors who could swamp them easily. I think each
country must be assigned votes on a population basis though it may
send only fewer representative[s].” He anticipated the dispatch of a
large Indian delegation, but “there have not been wanting men who
suggested that Cairo would not be a suitable place for the Conference
as there was a chance of official interference [which] would like to
unduly influence its deliberations.”#

An opportunity to make the Egyptian case in person was presented
to Azhar ulama in the summer of 1925, when two of the leading lights
on the Khilafat Committee, Mukhtar Ahmad Ansari (1880-1936) and
Hakim Ajmal Khan (1863-1927), reached Egypt during a trip to the
Middle East. Ansari once had been an unrestrained Turcophile, and as
a physician educated in England had led the All-India Medical Mission
to aid Ottoman war wounded during the Balkan campaign in 1913. He
was familiar with the charges leveled against the proposed congress,
and so the task of the Egyptian organizers was not an easy one. Ansari
had already made this plain. Attending a reception in his honor during
a stopover in Jerusalem, he mentioned a number of congress sites pre-
ferred by Indian Muslims, but ruled out Egypt because of the presence
there of a strong party determined to resolve the caliphate issue in favor
of King Fu’ad.®

In Cairo, the Azhar ulama, Shaykh Minyawi foremost among them,
encircled Ansari and Ajmal Khan from the moment they descended
from their train. The Indian Muslim envoys were polite, but seemed to
prefer the company of Shaykh Abu al-“Aza”im, with whom they met
often. By this, they gave cause to conclude that the Indian Khilafat
Committee shared in the critique of those Egyptians opposed to the
congress.*® Later, Shawkat “Ali wrote to Abu al-“Aza’im in a congrat-
ulatory tone, and the Tusun-Abu al-“Aza’im committee began to speak
of itself as if in close association with the Khilafat Committee.*” The
final decision taken in Delhi was not unexpected. Once Ajmal Khan
had returned to India and met with the “Ali brothers, they together
decided to formalize their abstention by declining the Azhar invitation.
Ansari, who was still in the Middle East, gave this explanation:

The present circumstances are not propitious for holding the congress, in
view of the political controversy and dispute over the constitutional rights
of the [Egyptian] people, and the circulation of the rumor abroad that the
ulama of al-Azhar are motivated in this course by a hidden force, em-
ploying spiritual, religious influence in a struggle against the nationalist
parties that are demanding the rights of the people. I do not credit these
rumors with truth for a moment. But the insistence of the ulama in holding
this congress in Cairo despite the will of all the other Muslim lands
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encourages belief in these rumors and their expression as established facts.
I would not want my Egyptian brethren, who deliberate and think over
their every action, to damage their position of centrality in the Muslim
world.

If the Egyptian ulama elected a caliph alone, Ansari warned that this
figure would become “the laughingstock of the Muslim world.” He
instead advocated an annual Muslim congress, based upon what he
described as proportional representation and so empowered to elect a
truly popular caliph.*® Muslim India was ultimately represented at the
Cairo congress by a single participant, “Allama “Inayat Allah Khan
Mashriqi (1888-1963), a Cambridge-trained mathematician, teacher, and
later founder of the militant pro-Axis Khaksar movement. Although
later a man of influence, he was not yet well known, and the lack of
an authoritative Indian Muslim voice at the congress was an unconcealed
blemish.

The participation of an important Indonesian delegation would also
have done much to enhance the findings of a caliphate congress held
in Cairo, for in the Indo-Malay periphery was a populous Muslim
community which had drawn closer to Egypt, al-Azhar, and the ideas
of Islamic reform as propounded by Muhammad “Abduh and Rashid
Rida in a/-Manar.®® An alliance of political activists and ulama in Java
had succeeded in creating and directing a mass organization, the Sarekat
Islam, under the leadership of Umar Sayyid Tjokroaminoto (1882-
1934).5! Rashid Rida, who had his own correspondents in Java, dis-
patched the congress invitations to Sarekat leaders. In December 1924,
four to five hundred Sarekat activists met at Surabaja to select the
movement’s delegates to Cairo and to determine the policy which they
were to represent. Three members from Java were selected to proceed
to Cairo and convey the Sarekat plan, which argued that the powers
formerly exercised by the caliph should be delegated to a council, the
members of which would be chosen from various Muslim countries.
The president of this council, elected by its members, would assume
the title of caliph.*?

It soon became known that the smaller but expanding Muslim re-
formist movement, the Muhammadijah, based both in Java and western
Sumatra, had also been invited to send a delegation to Cairo, and planned
to do so0.®* Now the Sarekat Islam and the Muhammadijah were then
experiencing a period of heightened rivalry, so that Tjokroaminoto be-
gan to disparage the rival delegation’s mission, and to insinuate that
the Sarekat Islam might not participate in the Cairo congress after all.
By the time of embarkation, he had hear rumors that King Fu®’ad would
be declared caliph at Cairo, and this he made the pretext for possible
absentation. “As matters stand,” he declared once embarked, “we have
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heard nothing as yet from the Committee at Cairo which sent out the
invitations. It is not impossible that the English may endeavor to bring
their influence to bear by causing King Fu’ad to be proclaimed Caliph.
If such a thing should occur—in other words if the Caliphate is to have
its seat at Cairo—then, so long as I am a representative of Dutch India,
I will never give my consent to the proposal, which would be in conflict
with the Koran.”**

During a stopover in Arabia, Tjokroaminoto allowed himself to be
convinced that such a development would be the inevitable outcome
of a caliphate congress held in Cairo, and he did not bother to proceed
to Egypt. The Azhar caliphate committee had to rest content with a
two-man Muhammadijah delegation, led by the Sumatran reformer Abd
al-Karim Amrullah [Hadji Rasul] (1879-1945).5° This was a disappoint-
ment, one which assured that the decisions of the caliphate congress
would become embroiled in the divisive domestic politics of one of the
most populous quarters of the Muslim world.

It was also hoped to attract Muslims from another important and
populous region, the Soviet Union. An invitation was extended to Musa
Carullah Bigi[yev] (1875-1949), a Tatar colleague of Ismail Gasprinskii’s,
and a reformist publicist and theologian who had studied many years
earlier in Egypt. While there, Musa Carullah had known “Abduh per-
sonally, and wrote a lengthy study of Afghani and “Abduh.*® Musa
Carullah had no sympathy for national communism, but chose none-
theless to remain in the Soviet Union and attempt to reconcile his faith
with communism. There he received four invitations to the caliphate
congress from the Azhar organizers, and he decided to attend.’” But
shortly before his departure the mufti of Ufa denounced the impending
caliphate congress as under the thumb of “imperialist” (British) dom-
ination.%® Musa Carullah almost certainly did not share this view of the
congress, but Egyptian consular authorities in Istanbul did not know
this; and when Musa Carullah arrived on his way to Egypt, they ap-
parently became concerned lest a Soviet Muslim delegate appear at the
congress and disturb the proceedings by making a similar accusation.
The Egyptian consul refused to issue Musa Carullah a visa, leaving him
much perplexed and unable to attend the proceedings.>

The presence in Egypt of influential North African and Syrian com-
munities had led Egyptians to consider these regions as immediate cul-
tural and political hinterlands.®® The participation of Muslims from
North Africa and Syria in the Cairo congress was probably regarded as
a minimal requirement for success, and it was perhaps for this reason
that the Azhar committee took an ususual step to assure participation.
A secret appeal was made to France, which ruled Algeria, Tunisia, and
Syria.



THE CALIPHATE GRAIL 97

This subject was first raised in discussion with the French ambassador
in Cairo, Henri Gaillard, in November 1924: “The persons who are
preparing the congress have spontaneously asked me to single out, on
their behalf, those Muslim figures in Algeria, Tunisia, and Syria, who
seem to me the most suited for participation in the congress.” In Gail-
lard’s opinion, France stood to benefit from compliance with this request,
for if French authorities did not provide a list of names, the selection
“risks being guided by those Syrian and North African elements in
Cairo or Alexandria who are the least favorable to France.”’¢!

Gaillard’s argument was discussed at length by the Commission In-
terministérielle des Affaires Musulmanes sitting in Paris. On the one
hand, some held the view that too much was at stake for France to
adopt a policy of nonintervention in a question as important as that of
the caliphate. The Cairo congress might emerge as a significant political
event directly affecting French interests. Critics of this opinion held that
the congress, if left alone, was liable to fail to agree on the selection of
a caliph and so collapse, and that France could best contribute to this
result by preventing the dispatch of delegates from her Muslim pos-
sessions. Eventually the Commission settled on a compromise. If, despite
all the apparent obstacles, the congress seemed about to take place, then
France would communicate a list of participants to the organizers at the
last minute. These participants would not really participate at all, but
would act strictly as informants, for it would be hazardous to impart
precise instructions to them in favor of one or another policy.5?

The Quai notified Gaillard that he would receive a list of participants.
He was instructed to use his judgment in choosing the moment for
transmitting the list to the Azhar committee, and was cautioned that
this moment be deferred as long as possible, to avoid the controversies
likely to arise from the selection.%® Gaillard agreed.®* But no such lists
were ever compiled. The Governor General of Algeria, when asked to
supply names, expressed himself certain that the congress would not
meet or would fail if it did, “the Muslims not having proven, at any
time, their aptitude in the organization of a council on this scale.” He
therefore did not now wish to transmit such a list, for he felt that no
precaution could prevent its being leaked, thus provoking an unhealthy
public discussion concerning those selected. A list of qualified Algerian
Muslims would be submitted if the congress seemed inevitable, but
communication of a list of names from Algiers would be deferred until
the last possible moment.®* At the same time, the Governor General
prevented the rise of a sympathetic movement in Algeria. “Abd al-Hamid
Ibn Badis (1889-1940), Algeria’s leading Muslim activist, wrote to the
organizers in Cairo that the French did not want Algerian notables to
participate in the congress, and that he doubted whether he could rep-
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resent Algeria because formation of a local committee was “impossi-
ble.””¢¢

The French High Commissioner in Beirut felt otherwise. He believed
that Syrian Muslim participation was inevitable, and that prudent prep-
aration was essential. From Syria he proposed to send to Cairo only
religious personalities of indisputable character, chosen with discretion
and uninvolved in agitation against the French. “Without imposing
categorical instructions on the delegates, it would be politic to direct
them toward the candidature [for the caliphate] that seems most ad-
vantageous to the interests of Syria and those of France in the East. In
order that the actions of these delegates not be contested, it is essential
that they appear to have escaped our direction.””®” But here again no
list was prepared, for once the postponement of the congress was an-
nounced by the organizers, Gaillard wrote to Beirut that the collection
of names had become “pointless.””*® The Azhar committee, despite hav-
ing gone so far as to solicit the names of participants from a non-Muslim
power, thus had achieved nothing, and once left to its own devices
achieved no success at all in the matter of Syrian participation. The
émigré Syrian activist Shakib Arslan showered advice upon the com-
mittee from his European exile, but he would not attend.®® The self-
exiled Tunisian reformist and activist “Abd al-“Aziz al-Thatalibi, then
in Iraq, did accept an invitation, but he preferred to be admitted as a
member of the Iraqi delegation, for reasons which he did not make clear.
The caliphate committee which did function in Tunis sent no repre-
sentative, for it had been deterred by Abu al-“Aza’im’s campaign against
the congress.”®

Shortly after the renewal of the Azhar committee’s activities, the vice-
rector of al-Azhar wrote a letter to “Abd al-Karim (1883-1963), leader
of the Riffian resistance against the Spanish protectorate in northern
Morocco and the French-supported ruling “Alawi dynasty, requesting
that the resistance movement send delegates to the congress.” Further
letters from “Abd al-Karim to the Azhar committee, intercepted by
British postal authorities at Tangier, indicated that the correspondents
were on close terms, and that funds were being dispatched secretly by
the Azhar committee to “Abd al-Karim.”? By their cultivation of “Abd
al-Karim, the Azhar committee hoped to attract a delegation of some
standing from a distant region, an aspiration still unfulfilled only three
months before the rescheduled congress. In “Abd al-Karim, the com-
mittee found a willing party from a major geographic periphery, one
who, because of his embattled position, enjoyed a prestige in the wider
Muslim world conferred by a continuing resistance to foreign encroach-
ment.
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Upon learning of this invitation, Gaillard immediately complained to
his contacts at al-Azhar. “I have informed the committee that to invite
or accept delegates from Abdelkerim is not admissible, for the double
reason that Abdelkerim has revolted against the sovereign of his country,
and because that sovereign is recognized as caliph in Morocco.””® The
committee replied to Gaillard defensively and untruthfully, claiming
that “Abd al-Karim had solicited the invitation himself, and Gaillard
did not pursue the matter further.”

Far more persistent, and ultimately successful, was Spain, “Abd al-
Karim’s principal battlefield adversary. A nofe verbale delivered to the
Egyptian legation in Madrid by the Ministerio de Estado spoke of the
“profound displeasure that would be caused in Spain by anything which
would signify official or semi-official recognition of this political per-
sonality, or would demonstrate deference toward representatives of a
chief in rebellion against the legitimate authority of the Spanish Pro-
tectorate of Morocco.””> While the Egyptians considered this request,
the Spanish ambassador in London pressed British authorities to make
British influence in Egypt felt among the members of the Azhar com-
mittee.” Asked for his comments on this Spanish request, Lord Lloyd
in Cairo argued that, “while realising that the presence of Riff delegates
at Cairo might be inconvenient to the Spanish Government, I venture
to deprecate any intervention on our part in such a delicate matter,” on
account of British neutrality in all that was related to the issue of the
caliphate.”” A British Foreign Office official thus informed his Spanish
opposite number that “to our regret we cannot usefully take any such
action as that suggested.””

But this exchange was overtaken by events, for the Egyptian gov-
ernment decided on its own accord to satisfy Spanish desiderata in a
note verbale disclaiming all connection with the congress, and professing
nonrecognition of the “rebel” “Abd al-Karim. “In order to bear witness
to its desire to maintain the best relations with the Spanish government,
the Egyptian government is disposed to refuse entry to delegates of this
rebel into Egyptian territory.””® Egyptian authorities adhered to this
policy, and the interests of Morocco were defended at Cairo by a shaykh
of a religious order, described explicitly in a French diplomatic source
as a Spanish political agent.®

With the approach of the revised congress date, the organizers of the
Cairo congress, in surveying the results of their campaign abroad, were
bound to concede that an attempt to elect a caliph on such a narrow
base would invite profound embarrassment. Yet the Azhar and the
congress were far too intertwined for the committee, after nearly two
years of highly publicized work, to cancel the event without even greater
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embarrassment. Resort to the option of another postponement would
have opened the committee to intensified charges of political incom-
petence and organizational ineptitude. At a meeting of the preparatory
committee in late April 1926, Shaykh Mustafa al-Maraghi sought an
honorable exit from this impasse by suggesting a fundamental revision
of the congress agenda. No longer would the congress aspire to elect a
caliph. Instead, it would define the caliphate, determine whether it was
necessary, determine the personal requirements of the office, and decide
whether it was now possible to establish such a caliphate. If the caliphate
was deemed impossible in this age, the congress would determine what
measures to take. If it was deemed possible, the congress would search
for the appropriate means of selection.?! But the committee would delete
from the agenda the discussion of the candidates and the selection or
election of one as caliph. This probably reflected the discouragement
of King Fu’ad, who told Gaillard two months before the agenda revision
that the congress would be a short one and would not designate a caliph
because the Muslim world was too thoroughly divided over the issue.?

With the opening of the congress, the extent of the defeat in the
matter of participation became embarrassingly manifest. The Egyptian
organizers were there in force, and a sizable delegation of notables
descended from Palestine by train. Otherwise, attendance was meager.
Even Rashid Rida, who actively participated in the organizing com-
mittee, and later published the proceedings, did not attend in person,
and privately predicted disaster for the impending congress.?*> At an
early stage, he diagnosed the faults of his fellow organizers, to which
he made this allusion: “The important thing is that our colleagues, the
members of the preparatory committee here, lack everything that is
essential in both intelligence and initiative for this project. I cannot say
more than this.”3

To these two years of controversy and negotiation, the actual pro-
ceedings of the congress proved anticlimactic. The congress divided into
three committees, which prepared reports for the plenum on various
theoretical aspects of the caliphate. But the preparatory committee had
set down a charter (see appendix 5) which established procedures, and
the discussion of the constitutional gaps left by this document occupied
much of the time of the plenary sessions. The argument revolved around
the manner in which resolutions were to be adopted. The Egyptian
organizers were eager to pass on to substantive questions, but other
participants insisted that internal regulations be set down with greater
clarity. “The congress has already held three sessions, and this is the
fourth [and last],” said Shaykh Minyawi urgently, “yet we have still
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done nothing. We did not assemble to discuss secondary questions, but
to present Muslims with useful work.”?* The constitutional problems
were never fully sorted out, but were left aside at Egyptian insistence.

On substantive issues, the congress essentially divided along Egyptian
and non-Egyptian lines. The former group was led by the Azhar or-
ganizers, and the latter by “Abd al-“Aziz al-Thaalibi, who had once
before played this role of opposition-bloc organizer. During the Pil-
grimage Congress of 1924 in Mecca he had thwarted Husayn of Mecca,
and for this reason probably was invited to Cairo. But now he turned
his organizing skills as spoiler on the Azhar organizers themselves.
Tha“alibi was overheard by a police agent in his hotel lobby planning
with other non-Egyptians to disturb the work of the congress, the mo-
ment it touched on the issue of candidacy for the caliphate.? The object
of the Egyptian organizers was to avoid such a disturbance, yet prevent
any decision that precluded a future caliphate of the Egyptian ruling
house. To those who claimed that Qurashi descent was an essential
attribute of the caliphate—a condition which would have ruled out an
Egyptian caliphate—the Egyptians insisted that historical practice had
invalidated the requirement. To those who claimed that the caliphate
was no longer possible at all, given the sorely divided state of the Muslim
world and the inability of any one Muslim ruler to defend it, Shaykh
Zawahiri responded in force.’” A candidate elected by a subsequent
congress, if that congress were more representative, would meet the
requirements of the shari“a by virtue of his election by a consensus of
Muslims.®

In this manner, the congress, after only four plenary sessions held
over less than a week, resolved itself into a decision to convene again
the following year, in what it was hoped would be a more representative
fashion. The participants, without apparent enthusiasm, committed
themselves to establishing branches in their own countries, and they
assented to a proposal that the next congress take place in Cairo. It
seems that the agenda for the following year was then to be determined
at the banquet which closed this first congress, but a reporter wrote
that the participants passed the banquet in eating rather than discussion,
and most went home without any idea of what the next caliphate
congress would undertake.®

Even before the first congress, Rashid Rida had proposed that it meet
a second time,.and each Muslim territory would have one vote in the
reconvened assembly. He even offered to write a tract on the caliphate
specifically for submission to such a congress.” But there is no evidence
that any attempt was made by the organizers to reconvene the congress
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the following year. For all intents and purposes, the General Islamic
Congress for the Caliphate had folded.

The experience was not wholly without a sequel, for Shaykh Mustafa
al-Maraghi apparently felt himself capable of achieving what the Azhar
committee had not achieved. He had contributed something to the ges-
tation of the congress idea, with his proposal of 1915 (see chapter 5).
He had also participated in the preparations for the 1926 congress,
although the failed event was essentially the work of others. In later
years, with the elevation of a young, charismatic king in the person of
Faruq I (r. 1936-1952} his former tutor Maraghi rose in stature. As
Shaykh al-Azhar, he began once more to work discreetly for the emer-
gence of an Egyptian king-caliph, and to campaign openly for a Muslim
congress.

The congress suggestion this time reappeared not in the formal context
of the caliphate—an invitation to certain defeat—but in the less con-
troversial framework of Sunni-Shi< reconciliation. In this initiative,
Shaykh Maraghi had an active ally. “For more than a year, I have been
trying to lay the foundations for an accommodation between the Sunna
and the Shi“a.” “Abd al-Rahman “Azzam, Egypt’s minister to Iraq in
1938, justified his overtures by pure raison 4'¢tat, in a diplomatic dispatch
to Cairo:

Al-Azhar would become the principal school of Islam in the world, in
which the people of the various Islamic schools could study their figh. .
. . this would strengthen Egypt’s religious influence among the Shi‘a of
Iraq, Yemen, Iran, Afghanistan, and India, and naturally would be fol-
lowed by an enhancement of Egypt’s political centrality. Experience shows
that the political influence drawn by a state from a religious appeal is a
sturdy and strong one, resistant to the vicissitudes of time.”

“Azzam Pasha reported that he already had approached influential Iraqi
politicians and ulama, including three of the most prominent mujtahids:
Shaykh Muhammad al-Husayn Al Kashif al-Ghita>, Shaykh “Abd al-
Karim al-Jaza’iri, and the marja“ al-taglid, Ayat Allah Abu al-Hasan Is-
fahani. To them, he spoke of Muslim unity, the need for a Muslim
congress to examine religious issues, and the role of al-Azhar as a uni-
versity for all the sects of Islam.

Where had these ideas originated? A year earlier in Egypt, “Azzam
had raised these issues with Shaykh Maraghi, who had been in full
agreement. The diplomat now asked his foreign ministry to present
three concrete proposals to the Shaykh al-Azhar. “Azzam suggested first
that Maraghi visit Najaf and Karbala, an act which “Azzam expected
would have a tremendous effect; second, that al-Azhar accept students
from madhahib other than the Sunni four, and allow these students to
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study figh from ulama of their own madhahib; and last, that Shaykh
Maraghi “call for a general Islamic congress among the ulama, whose
purpose will be religious,” and whose task would be the reconciliation
of the various sects (al-tagrib bayna al-madhahib).”? The foreign ministry
acceded, and sent a copy of “Azzam’s dispatch to Shaykh Maraghi.”

But the initiative had already been taken. In late October 1936, “Abd
al-Karim al-Zanjani, a Najafi “a/im, arrived in Egypt for a stay which
lasted nearly two months. Shaykh Maraghi held a tea party for him,
and the Shi€i rapidly became a popular speaker around Cairo’s Muslim
activist circuit.®* Zanjani’s theme was the identity of Sunni and Shi<
interests, and his biographer devotes a chapter to a comparison of Zan-
jani and Jamal al-Din al-Afghani.*

After Zanjani’s return to Iraq, Shaykh Maraghi began to correspond
with him. Maraghi’s hope, he once confided to Lord Lloyd, was that
Muslim countries would send delegates “to sit on a permanent sort of
Supreme Islamic Council, eventually to be established at Cairo, where
all questions affecting any one of them as a member of the Islamic
Union, would be considered and a common policy formulated.”* To
this end, Shaykh Maraghi began to speak openly of a reconciliation of
the sects,”” and decided to involve the Shi<i Twelver community of Iraq
in this plan through his new acquaintance. Zanjani does not appear to
have counted for much at Najaf, and certainly there were ulama of far
higher standing and distinction to whom Shaykh Maraghi might have
turned. That the Shaykh al-Azhar chose to cultivate Zanjani was perhaps
related to the Iraqi “lim’s past flexibility in matters concerning the
caliphate. In 1924, Zanjani offered his allegiance to Husayn of Mecca
as caliph.?® This act, unconventional by any Twelver Shi<i standard, set
Zanjani squarely on the side of political expendiency in matters of the
caliphate.

And to Shaykh Maraghi this was essential. For at exactly the same
time, he had won over the leader of IsmaSili Shi<ism to a radical prop-
osition: “Before his departure [from Egypt],” wrote Lampson in Cairo,
“the Aga Khan enformed me on February 11th of the gist of his con-
versation with Sheikh el Maraghi. He said that the Sheikh had quoted
historical precedents for local rulers assuming local Caliphate titles in
the past. Sheikh el Maraghi had urged that the same thing could properly
be done in Egypt today, and if done by one Muslim ruler, it would
doubtless be done by others.”?

Shaykh Maraghi first asked Zanjani’s opinion of the proposed Muslim
council in February 1938.1®° Zanjani replied favorably, but then added
two reservations. He first stressed that the Shiq public believed that
government appointees were removed from divine favor, and so rep-
resentation on the council had best be nongovernmental. His second
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point was that a site free from foreign influence was essential to the
success of the plan.’* Maraghi answered that he too preferred men of
religion as delegates, but saw no reason not to include some prominent
figures who were not ulama. He avoided the question of the proposed
site by not mentioning it, and went to some pains to assure Zanjani
that he had not made an attempt through official channels to transform
Najafi religious institutes into appendages of al-Azhar, although he did
hope for closer ties.%?

Just below the surface of the correspondence was an evident tension.
Zanjani had successfully conveyed to Maraghi that he understood the
Shaykh al-Azhar’s centralizing aim, and was not much in sympathy
with an Egyptian bid for ascendancy. Another source reported that
Zanjani “did not commit himself to any opinion regarding the suggestion
that King Faruq should be proclaimed caliph.””*®* Zanjani had drawn his
line on the wrong side of Shaykh Maraghi’s plans; with the collapse of
his scheme for a Muslim council, Maraghi severed his Najaf connec-
tion.'* The Shaykh al-Azhar did not visit that city, and appears to have
made no further initiative to secure a Shi<i constituency. During the
subsequent six years until his death, Shaykh Maraghi occasionally re-
turned to the congress theme, but did not pursue it actively, and no
serious attempt was ever again made in Egypt’s era of constitutional
monarchy to convene a Muslim congress in Cairo. There were those in
the palace who continued to covet the caliphate for Egypt, but they
sought to win their prize by guile, as in January 1939, when a palace-
inspired crowd acclaimed Faruq caliph as he departed from Friday pray-
ers.105

This expressed the loss of self-assurance caused al-Azhar by the Cairo
caliphate congress. Much of the argument for Egyptian primacy rested
on the claim that Cairo, as the cradle of al-Azhar and modern Muslim
reform, was entitled to the deference accorded the capital city of a faith.
This assertion substituted theological preeminence for military prowess
as the principal attribute of centrality in Islam, and then insisted upon
the absolute supremacy of Egypt in the field of Muslim learning. Neither
assumption had made much headway beyond Egypt. Military prowess
still counted for a great deal, and made for the continued prestige among
Muslims enjoyed by republican and secular Turkey. And even those
who recognized the importance of cultural and theological primacy were
not bound necessarily to Egypt. At the turn of the century, al-Azhar,
underminded by self-imposed isolation and state neglect, was still
roughly equal in stature to institutions of Muslim learning in Tunis,
Damascus, and Deoband. The subsequent transformation in the Egyp-
tian preception of Egypt’s relative standing in Islam owed much to the
extensive reform of al-Azhar. It was also tied to the emergence of the
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Shaykh al-Azhar as the preeminent religious dignitary within Egypt,
finally superseding the leaders of the two great Egyptian religious con-
fraternities.'%

But the effects of these changes had not been felt beyond Egypt when
the Cairo caliphate congress put them to a rigorous test. The results
were unfortunate, for al-Azhar’s preeminence was not widely acknowl-
edged, a fact which the congress exposed but could not rectify. The
impact in Cairo, both in al-Azhar and the royal palace, was chastening.
Egypt’s bid for the caliphate and primacy in Islam survived the setback
of 1926. But the technique of the Muslim congress was shed in favor
of outright self-assertion, in what one diplomat called Egypt’s “pursuit
of the Caliphate Grail.””1%”



TEN

THE FATE OF
MECCA

The Congress of the
Islamic World, 1926

THE MECCAN CONGRESS of June-July 1926 was convened in
response to several invitations from “Abd al-“Aziz Ibn Sacud (1880-
1953), issued over a period of two years. Ibn Sacud made his initial
appeal in the midst of his controversial Hijazi campaign of conquest,
at a time when he was still regarded by many Muslims beyond Arabia
as an intolerant sectarian. Hence the response of those invited—Muslim
states and associations—was slow in coming and eventually incomplete.

The congress, as described in the earlier versions of the invitation,
was to have determined the future form of government for the Hijaz,
and in this manner Ibn Sa“ud aspired to case himself as trustee rather
than conqueror. But following the fall of Mecca, Madina, and Jidda to
Ibn Sa“ud’s arms, his acclamation as King of the Hijaz by the notables
of the province left little to be determined in the matter of government.
The projected agenda thus was reduced to discussion of means to im-
prove the conditions of the pilgrimage, with the transparent aim of
securing formal Muslim acquiescence in the newly installed régime.

Resistance to such acquiescence was fairly widespread. The war that
raged in the holy cities and their vicinity had generated much talk in
India of an international régime for the Hijaz similar to that proposed
by Kawakibi in his Umm al-gura; the disorder in Arabia had encouraged
the revival of latent Egyptian territorial ambitions directed toward the
Hijaz. The tensions which lay beneath the preparation, proceedings, and
aftermath of the congress thus stemmed from the dispute among Mus-
lims over Saudi measures to assure permanence of rule over the province
and the cities of pilgrimage. The congress met once, adopted a charter
and a set of resolutions, and dispersed with the intention of reconvening
the following year. But the participants were never summoned back.

The Meccan congress was planned as a public event, and evoked
much contemporary interest and comment. The most important Egyp-
tian daily newspapers sent their own correspondents to Mecca to cover
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the proceedings. Through their accounts or those which appeared in the
semi-official newspaper Umm al-qura of Mecca, the wider Muslim world
was kept informed of the daily proceedings of the congress. These found
their way to the West through a study by Achille Sekaly, who published
a generally reliable French summary of the sessions as they were re-
ported in the Egyptian Arabic press, along with his own introduction.!
A number of studies later were written by orientalists and journalists
who drew upon these two sources. Of this group of contemporary
secondary sources, Arnold Toynbee’s account, in the annual political
survey of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, wielded the most
influence.?

But over the years, reminiscences and letters of participants were
published, revealing more thoroughly an inner dimension of the con-
gress. The posthumously published “memoirs” of Shaykh Muhammad
al-Ahmadi al-Zawabhiri, chief of the Egyptian delegation to the congress
and later rector of al-Azhar, represented a major corrective to accounts
based on the public record, for they reflected the depth of conflict in
the congress sessions.> An important retrospective appraisal of the con-
gress from a Saudi point of view was provided by Hafiz Wahba, adviser
to Ibn Sa“ud and principal organizer of the congress, who also conceded
that the congress was marked by intense controversy.* Also revealing
were Rashid Rida’s letters to Shakib Arslan, compiled in Mecca during
the congress.® Written from another perspective were the recollections
of “Ajaj Nuwayhid, a Lebanese Druze from Palestine, who acted both
as participant and interpreter at the congress.® Of limited use were the
odd accounts of Igbal “Ali Shah, an Indo-Afghan publicist of uncertain
allegiance and the father of Sufi proselytizer Idries Shah. He attended
the congress as an observer and spied on the Russian Muslim delegation
for the British vice consul in Jidda.”

Governments with an interest in the congress also collected informed
accounts, and the dispatches of the British vice consul in Jidda, S. R.
Jordan, contained much confidential information on the factions within
the congress.? More candid than any previous accounts of these factions
were undoubtedly the secret reports to King Fu”ad of Egypt, written by
members of the Egyptian delegation immediately upon their return from
Mecca, and by the Egyptian consul in Jidda.®

On April 28, 1926, Ibn Sa“ud telegraphed invitations to various Mus-
lim rulers and associations, urging them to attend a Meccan Muslim
congress

for the service of the two holy sanctuaries and their inhabitants, to secure
their future, to increase the means of comfort for pilgrims and visitors,
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to improve the holy lands in all respects which all the Muslims in general
care for, to fulfill our promises we made and with a view to our wish to
see the Muslims cooperating in serving these holy lands.1

This was a reiteration of long-standing invitation which only one Indian
Muslim society had accepted.’* But the congress proposal had taken on
a new urgency for Ibn Sa“ud, because in January 1926 he had been
acclaimed king by the notables of the subjugated province. The step
had betrayed his ambition, and had abrogated the pledge which he had
given in the past to involve the wider Muslim world in determining the
political future of the Hijaz. Now he sought recognition of the accom-
plished fact of his kingship.

He and his advisers thus opened a campaign to secure participants
for a Muslim congress under Saudi auspices, scheduled for June 1926.
This time the invitations had a much greater effect, for Ibn Sa=ud was
now ruler of the holy cities, recognized by the Western powers and
responsible for the conduct of the pilgrimage. So began the modern
transformation by which the Saudis were to shed their association with
schismatic fanaticism, and become for many Muslims the sole keepers
of the orthodox flame.

The stages of preparation and deliberation overlapped, for the or-
ganizers continued to draw delegations and reiterate invitations even
after the opening of the congress. Ibn Sacud had originally hoped that
the official representatives of Muslim states would predominate in the
congress. But when the first session opened, in a former Turkish barrack,
not one official delegation was present from beyond Arabia. Participants
represented a number of Muslim associations, some more important
than others, or attended in their personal capacities. Only a week later
did an official Yemeni delegation arrive, and after the congress recessed
for the pilgrimage rites, three other official delegations arrived, from
Egypt, Turkey, and Afghanistan. The organizers welcomed the presence
of these delegations as an achievement, although the combination of
official and unofficial delegations proved unwieldy. “In political ques-
tions, the congress was divided into two halves,” wrote Shaykh Zawahiri
in his secret report. “In the first were the representatives of independent
governments, of conservative disposition, and in the second were rep-
resentatives of peoples, of hotheaded disposition.”12

The animated judgments of Shaykh Zawahiri throw much new light
on the composition of the congress. Of the unofficial participants, he
was most impressed by the representatives of the Indian Khilafat Com-
mittee. The delegation was led by two brothers, Muhammad and Shaw-
kat “Ali, who once had spoken for the largest and best organized of
Muslim political associations.’* They were originally supportive of Ibn
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Sa“ud in his war against Husayn of Mecca, whose Arab rebellion against
the Ottoman caliph they had regarded as treasonable. But as the Saudi
occupation of the Hijaz wore on, a reaction set in.

They were collectively opposed to the government of Ibn Sacud and the
Wahhabis in the Hijaz, although an unheeded minority among them sided
with the Wahhabis. The most noticeable leaders among the Indians were
Muhammad “Ali; Shawkat “Ali; and Shu“ayb Qurashi, a lawyer educated
in England and a moving speaker. Shaykh [Sulayman] al-Nadwi is a calm
and self-possessed “alim. . . . The first three carried out harsh and relentless
assaults against the government of Ibn Sa-ud and criticized his admin-
istrative and religious policy. They are generally men of emotion more
than men of thought, and their religious emotion is like steampower
which, when controlled by someone wise, will generate great things. They
hold affection for Egypt, but detest the English occupation. Were it not
for this, they would have bound all their hopes to Egypt. I spoke with
Muhammad “Ali about the hopes of the Indians and the Islamic revival,
and he said that all their hopes were riding on the Turks, but that the
Turks had frustrated them. When Ibn Sa=ud’s movement had arisen, they
turned their hopes toward him, but when they came to Mecca and saw
what they saw, he let them down also.'

One of the delegates, Shu“ayb Qurashi, had been present in the Hijaz
as representative of the Indian Khilafat Committee when Ibn Sa“ud had
been proclaimed king. In his wounded reaction to this sudden devel-
opment, confided to an Indian friend in an intercepted letter, Qurashi
vented the resentment which later animated the Committee’s delegation:
“friend Ibne Saud got himself proclaimed King of Hedjaz yesterday. Of
course it was at the repeated request of Hejazis. There was a bayat, a
promise to act according to the book and the Sunnah. There may also
be created a Legislative Assembly for Hedjaz. But all this is bunkum.
The whole show was got up. It was a prearranged plan. The Hejazis do
not want him. I have ascertained their views first hand. . . . Of course
we can protest, but the real decision will have to be taken by the
Committee in India.”?* The Khilafat Committee eventually agreed to
join the congress despite the failure of Ibn Sacud to respond to their
concerns, but the delegation was determined to cause a stir and perhaps
win the Khilafat Committee some say in the administration of the Hijaz.

The Javanese delegation was also of considerable importance, led as
it was by Umar Sayyid Tjokroaminoto (1882-1934), a scion of an aris-
tocratic Javanese family and a former native administrator. Leader of
the Sarekat Islam, a large movement that claimed a membership in the
millions, he had declined an invitation to the Cairo caliphate congress
in favor of the Meccan congress. But the Javanese did not impress
Zawahiri: “They are a weak people in every matter. They were like a
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grasping, drowning person, wishing to find something to support them,
and able to move neither hand nor tongue. They did not say a word,
and avoided any commitment.” That they were silent was born out by
the record.'® Of the Syrians and Palestinians, foremost among them the
mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, Zawahiri had this to say: “They
caused a great stir with their immature opinions. All that interested
them was, first, to appear on the stage in any possible manner, and
second, to protest what was happening in their own country and ask
for aid.” No more constructive were the Soviet Muslim delegates, who
lacked self-confidence. They “had the feeling that the other nations
accused them of atheism and Bolshevism. They proclaimed their in-
nocence on every occasion, and it seemed that they were not among
the leaders of their country, because they tried to avoid any commit-
ment.”?” From the Sudan came two persons who frankly admitted to
the Egyptian delegation that they had arrived as simple pilgrims, and
never claimed to represent anybody.!®

The Arabian delegations, whether from Najd, “Asir, or the Hijaz, were
Saudi-controlled. Of the Hijazis, Zawahiri wrote that “they are simple
souls. There were those among them who did not hide their moaning
about the Najdis; then there were Beduin shaykhs who did not un-
derstand what was going on, and they assembled with a group of Najdis
as representatives of the Hijaz.” Before the arrival of the official Egyptian
delegation, Egypt was spoken for by Shaykh Muhammad Madi Abu
al-Aza’im, who played a leading role in the domestic opposition to the
Cairo caliphate congress that had just drawn to a close (see previous
chapter). Abu al-“Aza’im had acted in Egypt as a Saudi apologist and
went so far as to claim the caliphate for Ibn Sa“ud.™

The most prominent delegate present in a private capacity was Rashid
Rida, editor of al-Manar, who long had advocated precisely this sort of
congress. Zawahiri wrote of him that

he supports Ibn Saud with the pen, so that one Hijazi said: Ibn Sa-ud
claims that he took the Hijaz with his sword, but Shaykh Rashid claims
that it was taken by the pen. He was the object of suspicion among the
Indians and others, and Muhammad “Ali told me that Shaykh Rashid
took from Ibn Sacud about £6,000. When I mentioned this to Shaykh
Hafiz [Wahba], he said: There is money in this affair. Muhammad “Ali
said to Rashid Rida in jest: Be quiet and / will pay you.?

In a private letter, Rida himself put Ibn Saud’s contribution to his work
at £4,000.2! The Egyptian consul and British vice consul both put the
sum at £2,000.22 When open rumors began to circulate about this con-
nection a year later, Rida wrote a lengthy defensive polemic on pa-
tronage.?
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Such was the composition of the congress during the pre-pilgrimage
stage. The Saudi-controlled delegations, enjoying the active support of
Rashid Rida, soon clashed with the Indian Khilafat Committee dele-
gation. The former were at an advantage owing to the composition of
the remaining delegations, in which their own chosen sympathizers
predominated.

In the post-pilgrimage stage of the congress, following the arrival of
the official delegations, the balance shifted only slightly. The Turkish
delegation, according to Zawahiri, remained aloof: “I learned from an-
other quarter that the Turks had decided to participate in the congress
before the settlement of the Mosul question, to execute a political ma-
neuver. When they came to an agreement [with the British] over Mosul,
they refused to turn back in disorder, and so sent a token delegation.
This was clear from the work of the delegation. It avoided all political
or financial commitment.”?* The Turkish delegate told the British vice
consul that “he had been sent by the Ghazi Mustafa Kemal Pasha with
a watching brief only.”?> The Afghan delegate, a diplomat posted to
Ankara, was “like the shadow”’ of the Turkish delegate.?® For the Yemeni
delegate, a relative of the Imam Yahya who arrived in Mecca with a
large retinue of retainers and slaves, the congress was apparently an
opportunity to settle bilateral issues with Ibn Sa“ud, and he played no
role in the congress. “It seems improbable that a Governor of a coastal
town in Arabia [Hudayda] would travel with twenty or more armed
retainers and make so much show for the pleasure of proceeding to
Maecca ostensibly to take part in a conference for which he might easily
have been too late.”?” Only the official Egyptian delegation, headed by
Zawahiri, added its voice to that of the Indian Khilafat Committee’s
delegation, in constituting a rudimentary bloc of opposition. As a pre-
condition of entry into the hall, the Egyptians insisted on the expulsion
of Abu al-“Aza”im, and he was forced out despite his protests.

Ibn Sa“ud’s more vociferous opponents were absent from the congress
altogether. Iraq’s King Faysal was invited, but would not take part in
any gathering organized by the Saudi archrival. More telling was Iran’s
refusal to send a representative, a decision rooted in the legacy of Wah-
habi-Shi“i animosity. An Iranian delegation, led by Iran’s consul-general
in Damascus, did arrive in Cairo in order to proceed to the congress by
Red Sea steamer. But they paused in Egypt as higher consultations took
place between Teheran and Iran’s minister to Cairo. Finally the Iranian
government decided against any participation; Iran’s prime minister pro-
nounced that “the Persian Government is unable to stand by and view
unconcernedly the actions of a small band of bigots who are engaged
in endeavouring to force their opinions on the Mohammadan world.”
Iran demanded the creation of a general assembly of Muslims to regulate
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the holy shrines, and called on all Muslims “not [to] permit any further
humiliating insults to be heaped on their sanctuaries and their faith.””?
This was the most important abstention.

To avoid any charge of interference, Ibn Sa“ud himself did not attend
the congress, aside from an initial appearance to the salute of twenty-
one guns. “The explosions were so loud and so shook the building that
several delegates became panicky and left the building, fearing it was
about to collapse.”? But on this occasion, Ibn Sa“ud did inform the
participants that they were not to discuss the domestic or international
policies of any state, a constraint that several of his listeners regarded
as insufferable and were prepared to ignore.*

For the evidence categorically contradicts Toynbee’s assertion that
political and religious controversy “was not the outstanding feature of
the Mecca congress,” and that the issues of improved public adminis-
tration and pilgrimage arrangements were “non-contentious.”?* Zawa-
hiri’s published memoirs bring out the conflicts quite clearly, while in
his secret report, he provides an even more candid version:

The first days of the congress passed, and the organizers were in sweet
dreams (ahlam ladhidha), and they imagined that everything was going in
their favor. But this did not last long. The congress especially took up
issues of their pretended leadership, like the question of religious toler-
ance, and the question of criticism of the government’s administration
and organization. It became clear that the congress was moving toward
the creation of an international body which would oversee the government
of the Hijaz and hold it to account. At the same time, they were not
getting from the congress a single dirkam, nor recognition of the legality
of their rule in the Hijaz. To the contrary, they heard debate which held
that they were not fit to rule the Hijaz. Not one of the Indians called Ibn
Sa‘ud anything but sultan [of Najd, i.e., not king of the Hijaz], to the
point where one of their speakers—brother Shawkat “Ali—said: I am not
ready to bear good witness to the government of this country.??

Hafiz Wahba later confessed that there “was a radical difference in
mentality and outlook between Nejdis and Moslems in other countries,”
and “on this rock the Conference foundered, the dispute continuing to
rage without hope of reconciliation.”3

The course of these seventy-eight hours of debates can be followed
through sources long available, but a few new points suggest themselves.
It has not been appreciated how the opposing parties first clashed over
control of the congress itself, before substantive issues were raised for
debate. At the outset, the officers were elected by a straight vote of
those participants present in the hall; and right away the Indian Khilafat
Committee delegation challenged this procedure. First they questioned
the credentials of certain other delegations: “Before any work, we must
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know which members have the right to vote.” Then they favored a
proportional form of representation, and demanded that each delegation
enjoy voting power roughly commensurate with the size of the pop-
ulation it purported to represent.

As the election of officers was necessary even before such issues could
be decided, these objections were temporarily put aside.>* But when
discussion of permanent statutes began (see appendix 6), entitlement to
participation and mode of voting were central. Rashid Rida, who drew
up a preliminary charter for the congress, made membership a simple
function of Ibn Sa“ud’s personal invitation.? This was resisted by many
delegates, who eventually prevailed in establishing a system of three-
tiered representation: by Muslim states, by branches of the congress,
and wherever appropriate by delegates of Muslim peoples chosen in
the most representative manner possible. Each territory (gufr) was then
to be accorded a certain number of votes, based on a rough estimate of
its importance, the degree of its independence, and the size of its Muslim
population. By this agreement, India was awarded the largest number
of votes (four of a total of fifty), stirring a protest from another dele-
gation which claimed that each Muslim territory should be entitled to
an equal say. Shawkat “Ali replied that “we in India are seventy million
Muslims out of three hundred million, and if we wanted to, we could
demand a fourth of the votes of the congress. But we are willing to
settle for four votes and not more.””*

This was the first and only appearance of the idea of proportional
representation in a Muslim congress. There was no attempt to actually
apply the provision during the sessions, and late-arriving Egyptian del-
egates noted that each participant present in the hall had one vote
regardless of how many other participants were in attendance from his
own country.” The participants apparently thought to postpone the
implementation of proportional representation until a subsequent and
fuller congress, for many of the regions which were accorded votes in
this system were not represented at all in this first congress.

In their arrangements for procedural order, the participants and del-
egates exhibited little evidence of experience, and this expanded the
possibilities for conflict. They knew enough to provide for the formation
of committees, but these failed for a time to function for lack of par-
ticipants. The result was that the general sessions were not preceded
by adequate preparation. “I see no great benefit in our meeting here,”
said the Turkish delegate, “because the committees answerable to this
session are unable to work. After noon prayer, part of their time is
wasted waiting for those who do not show up, and more time passes
drinking coffee without result. After evening prayer, they adjourn for
dinner,