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Introduction

The essays in this collection were written at different times and
are of different kinds. Some are long, some short; some deal with
very general subjects, others with more limited ones; some are
summaries of the work of other people, others are based on my
own thought and work; some have footnotes, others omit them,
either because the subjects they deal with are not of a kind which
allows for full documentation, or because the purpose for which
they were written made it inappropriate to provide detailed
references.

Nevertheless, I think they have two different strands of unity.
They all deal with the Near or Middle East, and almost all of
them were written as part of a single process of thought and
research. They are products of an attempt both to write about the
modern history of the region and at the same time to discover how
to write about it and explain to myself why I have not been more
successful in doing so.

There was a time when I believed that I knew how to do it.
Some early books and articles, which I now think to have little
value, dealt with current problems of Near Eastern politics in a
way which was then more or less familiar. They were concerned
primarily with the relations between the imperial powers, France
and England, and the nationalist movements of the Near East
(movements which could not be very clearly defined because their
aim was not to defend or justify existing political entities but to
bring new ones into existence). The explicit problem of these
works was that of the relations which existed or might exist
between the European powers and the nations of the Near East,
but this problem was seen within a broader framework, that of the
‘impact’ of western civilisation upon the old civilisations of Asia.

This way of looking at history I learnt, I suppose, at school and
university. At school, the detailed study of British political and
constitutional history—that is, the study of the development of the
oldest unbroken institution in Europe except the papacy—was a
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Introduction

subject of compelling interest. At Oxford, one of the historical
processes which concerned me was the development of the
European states-system, and the relations between the great
powers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I remember
in particular the works of W.L. Langer' as giving me a sense of
the almost mathematical precision which could be attained in the
study of changes in political relationships within a system of
generally accepted rules.

That I should have tried to write about the Near East in ways
derived from these studies can be explained partly in terms of
certain personal factors which can be of no interest to anyone
except myself, and partly in terms of some books which moved my
imagination at a time when I was looking for subjects to think and
write about. Two books by Arnold Toynbee played a part: his
Study of History,® and the 1925 volume of the Survey of Interna-
tional Affairs,® which dealt with the Islamic world at the moment
of British and French predominance after World War I, and
contained by implication a whole theory about the ‘impact of the
west’. In George Antonius’s Arab Awakening,* the speed, clarity
and elegance of the narrative, and the understanding of men and
governments, much impressed me, although after a time I became
aware of certain complexities which had been omitted from his
analysis of the nature of the Arab movement.

I was able to publish two books of this kind under the aegis of
the Royal Institute of International Affairs to which I shall
always be grateful for having encouraged me to attempt a kind of
writing by no means easy: that which deals with contemporary or
nearly contemporary history, in which men’s passions are engaged,
with as much precision and detachment as one can muster. After
some time, however, I was no longer satisfied with this. I more or
less ceased to write on contemporary subjects many years ago, and
I have included only a few pieces of this kind in the present
volume, and these only because they seem to me to contain a few
ideas which I still find to be valid, or some phrases which please
me.

I found this type of writing difficult because I was not so
successful as others in drawing a line between analysis undertaken
for its own sake and advocacy of a particular policy. The Institute
had been established after the Peace Conference of 1919 in order
to provide for those active in politics, and for a wider and educated
public, full and accurate information about other countries, and so

xii



Introduction

help to prevent another disaster such as World War I. It did not
as such express opinions, but it naturally attracted to itself those
who had a deep concern with policy and strong views about it. I
do not think it is correct to say that those who published under the
aegis of the Institute had the same views or formed a school, or
that all of them failed to prevent their own opinions from
intruding. For me at least, however, what is now called ‘policy-
oriented’ writing led to a confusion between two types of discourse,
the expository and the moral.

Moreover, since the Institute was British, and books it published
were aimed in the first place at a British audience, there was a
tendency to address one’s advocacy to the British government, and
in so doing to overrate the extent to which its policy could be
changed. It took me a long time to understand the delicacy of the
statesman’s art: the interrelations of foreign policy and domestic
politics, the need to set policy towards one country or region
within a broader framework, the limits within which it is possible
to affect the policy of other countries, even of weaker ones, in ways
short of invasion and occupation, which themselves set in motion
new and unpredictable processes. I tended perhaps to ignore the
limits on any government’s freedom of action, and in particular to
exaggerate the extent to which the imperial governments could
impose a form on the matter of Near Eastern society.

It was with some such considerations in mind that, after a time,
I began to concern myself more with that ‘matter’: with the nature
and inner movements of the Near Eastern world on which Europe
had tried to impose a new form. The Toynbeean concept of contact
between separate civilisations still underlay what I wrote, but 1
was beginning to have a greater sense of the complexity of the
process called ‘westernisation’. It could not simply be a transfer of
ideas and institutions; the civilisation receiving the ‘impact’ could
to some extent determine what it should accept, and adapt it to its
own purposes, although in the process it might lose its own
purposes and have to rediscover them.

The influence of which I was most conscious at this time was
that of H.A.R. Gibb, in particular that of his systematic writings
on Islam, the products of his creative period in Oxford of the
1940s and early 1950s, when I was his junior colleague.® I was
moved by his vision of the Islamic umma, formed by a perpetual
tension between ‘church’ and ‘congregation’, persisting throughout
. history, resisting the ideas and passions of the world not so much
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by rejection as by taking what was of value in them and refining
it. (I should now place greater emphasis than he did, however, on
the Shi‘i tradition and the later developments of metaphysical and
mystical thought in Iran and India.) What I now wished to do
was to study one aspect of this process: the way in which certain
new ideas from nineteenth-century Europe were taken into the
thought about politics and society which was expressed in Arabic.
I did this in a book, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age,’” which 1
now consider to have been an extended footnote to Gibb’s Modern
Trends in Islam.

The book took the shape it did because of two concerns, neither
of which had any essential connection with the Near East. The
first was an interest in the history of thought for its own sake: in
taking an idea, showing how it grew, was linked with others
within a system, answered certain questions and gave rise to
others. This had been the main direction of my studies at Oxford.
I belonged to the last generation of those for whom the study of
philosophy was essentially the study of its history. In a sense my
mind was formed by the careful reading, which then lay at the
heart of the syllabus for the Honour School of Philosophy, Politics
and Economics, of the movement of epistemological thought from
Descartes onwards; Kant was the culmination of the process for
most teachers of the time, but I am pleased to have learnt
something about Hegel from the last Hegelian in Oxford, before
the interest in him died out there, to be revived with different
emphases a generation later. Along with this I learnt something
about two other lines of intellectual history: the movement of
speculation about the origins and nature of civil society, from Plato
to Marx, and the history of economic thought.

The development of Arabic social and political thought in
modern times offered a special interest but presented special
difficulties. It involved tracing two lines of influence: one which
ran from medieval Islamic thought to the modern age, and the
other which came from outside the Arab and Muslim world, from
western Europe and in particular from England and France.
Looking at the book now, I think I was unduly concerned with the
second line and neglected the first. I had not been trained as an
Islamic scholar, although I had lived and worked with some who
knew far more than I (apart from Gibb, I think with special
gratitude of Richard Walzer and Samuel Stern); I could not so
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Introduction

easily hear echoes of Islamic thought in the authors I was studying
as those of Comte or Spencer.

The other factor which gave the book its shape was a concern
with the problem of belief in the modern world: with the
relationship and tension between the attempts of the individual
mind and conscience to articulate the truth, and the great
cumulative traditions of human thought and spirituality. I had
thought much about the nature of a society in which the individual
no longer had the support of an accepted tradition, and in
particular about the problems which would arise in the second and
third generations, when those who had thought themselves out of
a tradition were succeeded by those who were indifferent or
unaware of it, or for whom it was at most a focus of feeling or a
source of social cohesion. What interested me most as I wrote the
book was to place moments of thought in relation to each other, to
trace the sequence of the generations, from one which was still
thinking within an Islamic tradition to one which was near to
secularism, and for which even Islam had become a kind of secular
heritage, what the Arabs had done in history.

I must confess that I found the later generations less interesting
than the earlier ones. In the nineteenth century there had been
some thinkers, not indeed of the first order, but of great interest
because one could see in them both an inherited sense of
responsibility to their own tradition, however they may have
interpreted it, and a mixture of curiosity, wonder and anxiety
when they found themselves inescapably confronted by the civilis-
ation of Europe. There was a certain excitement in tracing the
first attempts of those brought up in this tradition to say new
things and to decide how far they could legitimately go in accepting
something new into it; this process could be regarded as a new
phase in that unending movement in which Gibb had found the
inner history of Islam. The later thinkers, writing of nationalism
or socialism in terms which did not much differ from those current
elsewhere in the ‘third world’, were doing something which was
important within a certain social and political process, but to
expound their ideas was not a task which could excite my mind.

A perceptive American historian of a younger generation once
told me that, if the purpose of my book were to find out ‘what had
gone wrong’ with the Arab nationalist movement, then I had
chosen the wrong subject and the wrong method: such a question
could not be answered by a study of what had been written by a
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few writers for a limited reading public. This was not in fact what
I had tried to do, but the point was a valid one. I had said little in
the book about the connection between the movements of thought
which were its subject and the movements of social and political
change with which they were connected. In an essay on Middle
Eastern nationalism (Chapter 12), I made an attempt to trace
some of the connections, and later I spent some years doing
preliminary work for a study of the changes which had taken place
in Near Eastern society, and particularly in Syria, during the era
of ‘Westernisation’. Some of these essays are fragments or by-
products of this unwritten study. Some of them are the result of
detailed investigation; they are the raw material from which I
might have made chapters of a book. Others represent an attempt
to think out the categories in terms of which the modern history of
the Near East might be understood.

Such an attempt had already been made by H.A.R. Gibb and
H. Bowen in Islamic Society and the West.® This was my starting
point, and indeed my book was at first intended as a continuation
of theirs. At some points, however, I did not find their framework
of ideas suitable for what I wished to write.

Islamic Society and the West had owed its origin to Toynbee’s
concern for the relations between civilisations; it had been commis-
sioned by the Royal Institute of International Affairs as part of a
series dealing with ‘the impact of the West’. As time went on, I
became more doubtful of the concept of a ‘civilisation’ as an
intelligible field of study: was it possible to think of an entity
called a society or culture, spread over many centuries and a large
part of the world, but having a unity which in the end could be
defined in terms of a single factor? Could human societies and
cultures be regarded as the outward embodiment of ideas? These
doubts were increased by a colloquium on the ‘Islamic city’,
organised together with Samuel Stern and other colleagues in
1965:* what emerged from the discussions was a sense of a
continuum of medieval cities, and of the complex ways in which
Islamic beliefs and laws were absorbed by urban societies which
had a life of their own, determined in part by their own separate
histories, and more fundamentally by geographical and economic
factors. The work of some sociologists and anthropologists gave me
suggestions for a more adequate formulation. I had read something
of Max Weber as a student, but only began to feel the impact of
his work, and see the relevance of his concept of ‘ideal types’,
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when I heard it being discussed by colleagues during a brief period
at the University of Chicago in 1963. Later, C. Geertz’s Islam
Observed" formulated some of the ideas which ran through these
discussions: ‘Islam’, ‘Islamic society’, and so on were not embodied
realities but ‘ideal types’ in Weber’s sense, that is to say, logically
coherent systems of concepts which, if used with care, and in
association with others, might help us to understand an individual
entity or process in the human world.

The concept of ‘Westernisation’ or ‘the impact of the West’ also
needed revision. It seemed to imply that certain ideas and
techniques which were essentially ‘Western’ had been imported
into, or forced upon, other societies, which to the extent to which
they accepted them would become societies of a ‘Western’ type.
Such a statement however was too simple in more than one way.
Ideas and institutions which had first developed in western Europe
and North America, for historical reasons which could be analysed,
might not be essentially ‘Western’ they might in course of time
become culturally ‘neutral’, so to speak, the common property of
all societies in the modern age. When they came into a society,
they would not necessarily change it into something other than
itself; they might be absorbed into and adapted by a society which
still continued to exist and to move in its own way. J. Berque’s
Egypt, Imperialism and Revolution™ left on me when I read it the
indelible impression of a delicate interplay between two rhythms
of change, one which foreign rulers tried to impose from outside
and one coming from within an ancient society. This would,
among much else, throw a different light on the process I had tried
to describe in my book on Arabic thought. Intermingled with the
movement of acceptance of new ideas were other movements, of
thinkers who still lived within one or other of the ancient traditions
of Islamic piety and learning and tried to preserve them, although
those traditions too were undergoing subtle and sometimes un-
noticed changes. At least throughout the nineteenth century, the
movements of thought in which social and political change was
reflected had to be seen in terms not only of the tension between
‘Islam and the West’, but also of an older tension between different
Muslim ideals, those of personal devotion and legal correctness.
Two of the essays (Chapters 5 and 6) say something about this
other tension.

The explicit subject of the book then would have been a certain
region of the Near East, Syria in the broad sense, with social and
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cultural traditions which could partly be explained in terms of
Islam, during a period when those traditions were undergoing a
process of change, of which the pace and direction were determined
both by external and by internal factors. This was a region which
had social divisions as well as unity, and had no single political
embodiment, and to that extent it was more difficult to write about
it than, for example, about the Egypt of Berque’s book. In thinking
about it I became more aware than before of the significance of the
four hundred years’ experience of Ottoman rule. The Ottomans
had brought to Syria as to so many other countries a certain
organisation of political and military power, a system of law,
methods of administration and taxation, which had deeply affected
the nature of society; they had provided also a focus for the
political and social imagination of their subjects, who had defined
themselves in reference to the Ottoman state and looked on it as
the stable basis of the world order. An attempt to write the history
of a number of Ottoman provinces would involve seeing them at
all times in their relations with the centre. Those relations,
however, varied from one time or place to another: Ottoman rule
too was in a sense an ‘ideal type’, to be used in different ways as
a principle of explanation, and one of the essays (Chapter 1) tried
to explore some of these ways.

The core of the book would have been a study of subjects in
their relations with their rulers, of imperial and provincial élites,
of imperial cultures and provincial cultures. The dynamics of
Ottoman society, however, were more difficult to describe than the
statics. To break down society into its constituent units—quarters
of cities, religious groups, villages, pastoral groups and so on—was
easier than to show how they interacted with each other, and how
the modes of interaction changed. In certain kinds of society such
questions could be answered partly, although not wholly, in terms
of formal institutions: the struggle for power and the uses of power
within formally existing and generally recognised institutions
provided a field of interaction and a way of studying and describing
it. When there are no such institutions, how does the interaction
take place and how can it be described? One way of answering
these questions would be to say that where there were no
institutions there was no significant action, and the history of such
a society could only be the history of an all-powerful government.
It seemed clear to me, however, that even societies without formal
institutions had implicit ones, that is to say, habitual modes of
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social action, and that the history of the Near East showed not just
the imposition of the will of rulers, whether indigenous or foreign,
but an interaction between it and the feelings, convictions and
collective aspirations of the various social groups. The kind of
analysis undertaken by social anthropologists, and more recently
by a new type of political sociologist, provided certain tools of
explanation: such concepts as those of access, of political manipu-
lation as an alternative to bureaucratic control, of informal
alliances and relations of patronage and clientage, suggested a
distinction between different modes of politics, those of courts,
bureaucracies and ‘notables’. A book which appeared at the time
when I was thinking about these ideas, I.M. Lapidus’s Muslim
Cities in the Later Middle Ages,”* helped me to clarify them in a
number of essays (Chapters 2, 3 and 4).

By the time I had made these studies I had a fairly clear idea of
the kind of framework into which such a book as I intended to
write could be fitted, but doubted whether I could write it. It was
too ambitious for the resources at our disposal; the detailed
monographic work on which it should be based was lacking. Of
the three ideas around which a work of social history could be
organised—wealth, power and truth—I had by now some idea of
how to deal with the second and third, but the first posed more
difficult problems. In particular, we did not yet know much about
the wealth generated in the countryside and the ways in which it
was appropriated by the city. There was not lacking the material
on which a study of it could be based, in Ottoman archives, judicial
records, business papers and consular reports, but I did not think
I possessed the techniques necessary to exploit them. I am pleased
to see that younger historians trained in a number of different
traditions are now beginning to work on such problems in a way
conforming to the highest standards of modern historiography.!®

Certain words which recur again and again in these essays may
need some explanation. I write sometimes of the ‘Near East’,
sometimes of the ‘Middle East’. When I use the term ‘Near East’,
I intend to refer to the countries lying around the eastern end of
the Mediterranean: Turkey, Syria (in a sense to be explained
later), Egypt, sometimes the Balkan countries, sometimes the
Sudan and western Arabia, of which the history is linked with
those of Egypt and Syria. I use the term ‘Middle East’ to refer
more generally to countries of Arabic speech or Islamic faith. The
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two terms cannot be sharply distinguished from each other, and 1
hope the context will make it clear to which region I am referring.

The other word which needs explanation is ‘Syria’. When I am
writing of the last fifty years or so, I use the term to refer to the
Syrian Republic which was established by the French during the
period of the Mandate and became independent in 1946. When 1
write of earlier periods, however, I use the term to refer to an area
which extends further to the north and south, and stretches from
the foothills of the Taurus mountains to the Sinai desert. This
larger area can be regarded as having a certain unity, both cultural
and social, throughout most of its history. English writers of the
nineteenth century normally called it ‘Syria’, and I have thought
myself justified in doing so too. Its human unity has rarely found
a political embodiment, and when I write of ‘Syria’ in this broader
sense I should not be regarded as making an implicit judgement
about whether or not it should be politically united.

Wherever a precise transliteration of Arabic is necessary, I have
adopted the system used in the second edition of the Encyclopaedia
of Islam with certain changes; diacritical marks have been omitted
in the text but inserted in the footnotes. When a word or name can
be regarded as having been anglicised, I have used the familiar
English form, and sometimes when a word or name of Arabic
origin is used in an Ottoman context I have used the standard
modern Turkish form.

While preparing the essays for publication in this book, I have
tried to improve them in various ways. I have added a few
references in the footnotes and bibliographies, not exhaustively but
so as to draw attention to some recent work dealing in a significant
way with the subjects of the essays. Every now and then, when 1
have come across a statement of fact or a generalisation which now
seems to me so untrue as to be likely to mislead the reader, I have
omitted or changed it. I have tried, however, not to make changes
of such a kind as to appear to be claiming greater foresight than in
fact I possessed. In the historical essays I have not claimed for
myself the results of research done by others since those essays
were first written; in those of more political relevance at the end of
the book, I have not eliminated predictions which have turned out
to be incorrect, or inserted others in the light of what has happened
since I wrote.

XX



1 The Ottoman Background
of the Modern Middle East

I want to talk this evening about some 400 years of history,
stretching from the beginning of the sixteenth to the beginning of
the twentieth century (or, to be more precise, from 1516 to 1918)
when most of the Arab countries were ruled by the Ottoman
Turks from their capital at Istanbul. In older books about the
history of the Arabs, you will not find much said about this period.
I once asked the author of one of the best-known of them why he
had virtually omitted this period; he replied, it was because there
was really no Arab history during these centuries. 4 prior: it is a
little difficult to believe that nothing important happened for four
centuries in a region of ancient civilisation, and among peoples
who had once created so much, but what he meant, I think, is
clear: first, that politically the Arabs played only a minor part in
this period, and therefore, the central theme of history is missing
(for, although most of us have given up the old conception of
purely political history for something broader, even social history
cannot be understood if we leave out of account the struggle for
power in which all social forces express themselves, and the use of
power in order to maintain, destroy, change or impose a social
order); and secondly, that the rule of the Ottoman Turks over
Arab society prevented Arab and Muslim civilisation from devel-
oping further, or even killed the life it had.

This indeed is a fairly common view of Islamic history, and one
held not only by Arab writers. In a sense it is very much of a
nationalist view. Those who wish to replace the old political order
of the Middle East, based on religious adherence, by a new one
based on national loyalty, like other revolutionaries at other times,
have used the image of some more distant past as a way of
condemning the immediate past. At some time or other the Arabs
have appealed against the Ottomans to early Islamic history, the
Egyptians to the Pharaohs, the Lebanese Christians to the
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2 The Emergence of the Modern Middle East

Phoenicians, the Turks themselves have looked back beyond
Ottomans and Arabs to the Hittites, the Persians to their imperial
past, the Jews from the Diaspora to an earlier history in Palestine.
Like so many other factors in Middle Eastern nationalism, this is
a reflection of certain ideas common in nineteenth-century Europe:
the romantic cult of a distant past, blended with the revolutionary
idea that man is free to break and remould his social world; more
specifically, the idea that the coming of the Turks ended the
brilliance of early Muslim civilisation, and prevented it developing
further and along lines similar to those on which modern Europe
has progressed. Thus Rousseau deplored the domination of the
Arabs by the Turkish barbarians,' and John Henry Newman, in
his Lectures on the History of the Turks, allowed them only the
virtues of the barbarian (valour, truthfulness, sobriety), denied
them the civilised virtues of rational discipline, and accused them
of having extinguished an earlier Islamic state, the Caliphate,
which had been truly civilised.?

So simple and sweeping a view will not stand up to close
examination. Anyone who has travelled in the lands which the
Turks once ruled—not only what we now call Turkey, but the
Balkans, the Arab Middle East and the North African coast—
must have noticed how deep the Ottoman impress went and how
lasting is the unity it has imposed on many different countries and
peoples: the buildings, from the domes and graceful slender
minarets of mosques in the Ottoman style, to the solid barracks
and government houses of a later period; the formal and elaborate
manners of the old families of Istanbul and the provincial capitals,
so different from the manners—no less good but in a different
mode—of mountain villagers or Beduin; a certain style of govern-
ment and politics, difficult to describe but which continued almost
until our time, not only among Turkish politicians but in the
palaces in Baghdad, Amman, Cairo and Tunis, among the older
statesmen of Egypt before the revolution, and the older nationalist
leaders of Syria, Iraq and some Balkan countries—patient, cau-
tious, carefully balancing one force against another in order to
neutralise them all, giving your enemy time and scope to ruin
himself, seeing how far you can go but always leaving a way of
escape if you have gone too far.

If the traveller finds these relics of the Ottoman past, historians
also of the present generation—using the vast Ottoman archives in
Istanbul, and being less under the influence of the final disintegra-
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tion of the Empire into hostile and bad-tempered nation-states
than their predecessors—have given us a new picture of the way
in which Turkish tribesmen came into the Muslim world and
what they did for it. They did not come as alien conquerors into a
world which tried to resist them or which could protect, rule and
develop itself without them; and they themselves contributed
something positive to it, something without which it might not
have survived, or at least would not have taken the shape it did.

They first came into the Muslim world from central Asia by
one of those movements of nomads which occur from time to time,
because of over-population, changes in vegetation or water-supply,
tribal wars, or changes in pattern of trade, urban production or
government in the settled areas surrounding the nomadic world: in
this instance, perhaps, something which happened in China, for
Bernard Lewis has suggested that it was ‘the consolidation of the
Sung régime in China after an interregnum of disorder (which)
cut off the route of expansion into China and forced the central
Asian nomads to expand westwards.”

But that is only half the story. As Turkish tribesmen came into
the eastern regions of the ‘Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad, they
found a role waiting for them: first of all as mercenary soldiers,
but then as something else, as defenders and rulers of Islamic
society and civilisation. Here once more there is an ancient fallacy
which stands in our way: that Islam was a religion of the desert,
and its society was dominated by the interests and values of the
nomads. The Arabs may have been, to quote a phrase current in
their early history, the ‘raw material’ of Islam, but once Muslim
society and the caliphate were well-established they conformed to
the pattern of all Middle Eastern civilisations, at the heart of
which have always been the great cities drawing their food supply
from a dependent rural hinterland and linked to one another along
the trade-routes. It was in such cities that high Islamic culture
grew up and the great Muslim governments were rooted, and the
main purpose of the governments was to defend the life, society
and civilisation of the cities and their hinterland. Settled life was
always precarious in the Middle East: if the rural hinterland and
the trade routes were to produce the surplus without which large-
scale urban life would have been impossible, they had to be
protected against nomads and mountaineers, against foreign invad-
ers, and against all those forces, natural and human, which could
cause the irrigation system to decay. (There is a very important
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recent book by Robert Adams, Land behind Baghdad, in which he
has used all kinds of methods—those of the geographer and
archaeologist as well as the historian—to study the use of water
and land in a certain district of Iraq from the beginning of history
until today, and shown how closely it has been connected with the
policies and strength of governments.)*

The great Muslim cities needed a political order, and they could
not produce it for themselves: as the power of the ‘Abbasid caliphs
declined, in the tenth and eleventh centuries, there did not
emerge—as there did in some parts of medieval Europe—some
countervailing power in society itself, which could in the end
produce its own self-perpetuating order. The answer of Islamic
society to this problem was to produce a new kind of autocracy
with a military basis. Within the framework of the caliphate there
grew up a succession of states known collectively as ‘sultanates’.
The sultan ruled within territorial limits and did not claim
universal rule over the Muslim world. In general, so long as there
was a caliph in Baghdad he acknowledged his formal authority.
His power originated not in divine choice but in the sword, it was
maintained and handed on to his successors by the sword, but it
was turned into legitimate authority by being exercised within the
limits of the religious law, the sharia and by being used for the
greater purposes of Islam—to extend the bounds of Islam, to
protect it against attacks from outside, to maintain orthodox belief
and law, to organise and protect the pilgrimage and the other
ritual acts.

It is here that the historic role of the Turks is to be found. By
and large it was they, and for a time the Mongols with whom
their history is closely linked, who provided the politico-military
groups which founded and maintained these sultanates. This was
true not only of the western or ‘Turco-Arab’ half of the Muslim
world but also of the eastern or “Turco-Iranian’ half. The Safavi
Shahs, who virtually created what we now call Persia or Iran,
were of Turkish origin, and the language of their court was
Turkish for a century or so; the Mogul emperors of India also
were of Turco-Mongol origin. That the Turks could play this
part they owed partly to their military talents and solidarity, but
also to a kind of natural authority and skill as organisers of
governments and administrators (I shall return to this later). This
was understood and accepted by the Muslim world of their time.
Thus the greatest of Arab historians and thinkers about history,
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Ibn Khaldun, had no doubt that the Turks deserved well of Islam.
To quote Bernard Lewis again,

he saw in their coming a proof of God’s continuing concern for
the welfare of Islam and the Muslims. At a time when the
Muslim Caliphate had become weak and degenerate, incapable
of resisting its enemies, God in His wisdom and benevolence
had brought new rulers and defenders, from among the great
and numerous tribes of the Turks, to revive the dying breath of
Islam and restore the unity of the Muslims.’

But it was not an unconditional acceptance on the part of devout
and serious Muslims. For the Muslim city populations and for
their leaders, the families of urban ‘notables’ with an inherited
social influence and a tradition of religious culture, the welfare of
Islamic society demanded a kind of balance or alliance: the sword
was in the hands of the Turkish sultans, of their households of
high officials and commanders, and of their armies, but they
should use it in alliance with the ulama, that is to say, those who
were learned in religion and the religious law, who taught,
interpreted and administered it. By and large, the sultans accepted
this alliance: they respected the ‘ulama, consulted and used them
in matters of state, supported the judges who administered the
law, the muftis who interpreted it and the schools where it was
taught; more generally, they used their power in the interests of
urban stability and wealth—to keep trade flowing, to proect the
cultivator from the nomad. In return, the notables and ‘ulama on
the whole supported them: they had common interests, and besides
the main tradition of later Islam (or at least of Sunni Islam) is
Hobbesian—any government is better than anarchy. But there was
often an underlying tension between men of the sword, ethnically
different from those they ruled, and not far removed from the
nomadic life with its tribal solidarity, and the Persian or Arab
sedentary populations. The city notables could bring some pressure
to bear on their rulers: they held the keys of legitimacy, they could
give the rule of a sultan a kind of Islamic sanction; and they also
controlled the machinery of urban politics, they could—within
limits—raise or prevent movements of protest and revolt among
the craftsmen or proletariat of the popular quarters. On the whole,
however, the balance was in favour of the men of the sword, not
only because they had the sword, but because in most states of this
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type they added social to political power: the sultan, his officials
and his commanders dominated the land, took the rural surplus,
and in this way controlled economic exchanges between countryside
and city, the food-supply of the urban masses, and the work of the
craftsmen. But this also in another way worked in favour of urban
civilisation: it gave the Turkish political and military élite their
own interest in keeping the city and its hinterland stable and
prosperous.

II

It is in this context that we should look at the Ottoman Turks. In
its early phases, the Ottoman state was one of a number of
Turkish sultanates, growing up in the disintegrating body of the
first of the great Turkish empires, that of the Seljugs, and on the
frontier with Byzantium. Then came two events which changed its
nature. One is well-known: the capture in 1453 of Constantinople,
which became the sultan’s new capital, Istanbul. From now
onwards the state was one of the greatest in the western part of
the Muslim world. It had a large trade with the Italian cities, and
became a naval power in the Mediterranean: thus it had close
contacts with western Europe and was a factor in the European
balance of power. Its own nature also was changed. With Istanbul
it acquired for the first time a great cosmopolitan city; the society
it ruled was no longer that of hill-valleys and market towns, and
it needed a more complex kind of administration. With Istanbul
and the Balkans also it acquired a large non-Muslim population,
Christian and Jewish, and this too posed new problems of
administration.

The other event is less well-known but was no less important.
In 1516-17 the Ottomans turned southwards and occupied the
territory of the other great state of the western half of the Muslim
world, the Mamluk state of Egypt and Syria. From this there
followed the occupation of the province of Hijaz in western Arabia,
including the holy cities of Mecca and Medina; the occupation of
Iraq, disputed for a time by the Safavis of Iran but confirmed in
1638; and the occupation of North Africa as far as Algeria, but
not of Morocco, by sea-forces in Ottoman service, in order to
prevent the Catholic reconquest of Spain from spilling over into
Africa.
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This expansion into the Arab countries made the Ottomans the
greatest rulers in the Muslim world west of Iran. What was still
more important, it brought the Ottoman government into contact
with the most ancient Muslim urban civilisation: with the great
schools of Cairo, Damascus and Aleppo, with the main stream of
Islamic theology and law, and with an urban class which would
bring into the new universal Islamic state its own tradition of
social leadership and of a balance between government and the
forces of society. What was perhaps most important of all, from
now onwards the Ottomans were rulers of the holy cities: of
Jerusalem; of the Shi‘i holy cities in Iraq, Najaf, Karbala and
Kazimayn; and of Mecca and Medina, and the main routes of
pilgrimage to them. Every year pilgrims from Egypt and Africa
gathered in Cairo, pilgrims from Turkey and the Caucasus, Syria,
Iraq and Iran in Damascus; they had to be led and defended on
the way to Mecca, the holy cities and their inhabitants had to be
protected and nourished, the orthodoxy of the religion in the name
of which the pilgrimage was made had to be preserved.

From this time until it ended, the Ottoman empire had a
distinctive and complex nature. In the first place, it was a family
state: one where loyalty focused upon a family, the descendants of
Osman, rather than any individual member of it, and where the
family as a whole claimed sovereignty. Secondly, it was a Turkish
state, in some senses although not in others. The family was
Turkish, claiming descent (with or without reason) from the Oguz
tribe from which the Seljuqs also had come. It used all through its
history certain forms and symbols of Turkish tribal origin: for
example, the horses’ tails which were marks of rank in government
service. The language of the court, of command in the army, and
of the government offices was Turkish. But it was not Turkish in
any exclusive racial sense. Throughout Islamic history there was
always a consciousness of the differences among Arabs, Persians
and Turks, the three peoples who between them had borne the
main burden of Islamic history. But it was never a distinction so
deep as to destroy the sense of what they had in common as
Muslims; and effectively it was a linguistic and cultural rather
than a racial distinction. A servant of the Ottoman sultan who
used Turkish would not necessarily have thought of himself as a
Turk; a subject of the sultan who did not speak Turkish would
not until the very last years of the empire have thought of himself
as being shut out of the political community.
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Thirdly, it was a Muslim state. That does not mean that the
sultan thought of himself as caliph or successor of the caliphs. The
Ottomans sometimes used the title of ‘caliph’, but they did so
without attaching much weight to it, in the later sense in which it
could be used of any powerful just sultan who maintained the
ordinances of the Faith. They sometimes used it as a term of praise
for other Muslim rulers, and sometimes omitted it from their own
titles.

Here for example is a list of titles given in a collection of
Ottoman diplomatic correspondence: . . . the Padshah whose glory
is high as heaven, King of Kings who are like stars, crown of the
royal head, the shadow of the Provider, culmination of kingship,
quintessence of the book of fortune, equinoctial line of justice,
perfection of the spring-tide of majesty, sea of benevolence and
humanity, mine of the jewels of generosity, source of the memorials
of valour ... writer of justice on the pages of time, Sultan of two
continents and of the two seas, Khaqan of the two easts and of the
two wests, servant of the two holy sanctuaries . . .

The title of caliph is missing from this litany, and it was not in
fact until the nineteenth century that the sultan began to put
forward a serious claim to be caliph of all Islam, as a way of
rallying support from Muslims both inside and outside the empire,
and of warning the European powers against pressing too hard on
him. Until then, the pattern to which the state conformed was that
which I have already sketched: it was a sultanate ruling within the
bounds of the sharia and devoted to the greater purposes of Islam.
It was consciously Sunni, with a consciousness sharpened by the
long conflict with the Safavis who were Shi‘is. With the Turkish
talent for clarity and order, it formed the ‘ulama into a hierarchy
with fixed ranks, official appointments and regular salaries. The
heads of the hierarchy, the shaykh al-islam and the chief justices,
were consulted in the highest matters of state, and the provincial
judges, the gadis, were the main channels of contact between the
central government and the Muslim public opinion of the great
cities. The government gave patronage and protection to the
Islamic schools of the Arab cities, and itself founded new ones in
Istanbul to educate those who would fill the highest posts in the
religious service. It also subsidised and favoured some of the great
Sufi orders, or at least the more orthodox of them: that is to say,
the brotherhoods of those following a path to mystical knowledge
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of God laid down by some master of the spiritual life and under
the guidance of his successors.

But, fourthly, the Ottoman empire was yet another kind of state:
it was a universal empire holding together in a single framework
of order and administration, and a single loyalty to a ruling family,
many different regions—the Balkans, Asia Minor, the countries of
western Asia, Egypt, the North African coast; many different
ethnic groups—Greeks, Serbs, Bulgars and Rumanians, Turks
and Arabs, Kurds and Armenians; different religious communi-
ties—Orthodox, Armenian, Coptic, Maronite and other Christians,
and Jews of more than one kind; and different social orders—
people of the cities, peasants of the plains and river-valleys,
villagers of the mountains (Albania, eastern Anatolia, Kurdistan
and Lebanon), nomads of the steppe and desert. In its dealings
with these groups and communities, we can see it approaching an
ideal of rule common in later Islamic history, derived in some
ways from an ancient Persian theory of kingship, in others from
the thought of Plato: that is to say, the ideal of the absolute ruler,
standing apart from the society he rules, responsible only to God
or his own highest self; regulating the different orders of that
society in the light of principles of justice, so as to enable each to
act in accordance with its own nature, to live in harmony with
others, and to contribute its share to the general good.

It was in accordance with this ideal that final and almost
unlimited power lay in the hands of the sultan, living secluded in
the inner court of his palace, surrounded by an elaborate
household, and with a disciplined army and a carefully organised
civil service to carry out his will. In the earlier phases of the
empire at least, a clear distinction was maintained between ‘askar
and ra‘aya, those who wielded power and the subjects, and not
only the army, but the officials of the household and many of the
high officers of state, were drawn not from Turks or other Muslim
peoples but from men of Christian origin, from the Balkans or the
Caucasus, recruited or conscripted in their teens, trained in
military schools or the Palace, and from there sent into the army,
the household or the government. They were ‘slaves,” but in the
Islamic sense, which does not carry with it an implication of
human indignity, but means rather bondmen who sink their
personality into that of their master, have no loyalty except to him,
can therefore build up no dangerous independent power, and
whose wealth reverts to him by confiscation at their death.
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It was in accordance with this ideal also that the Ottoman
government preserved the customs and laws of various communities
and gave them the backing of the state. In their collections of
administrative regulations (kanun-name) they formulated and
reformed the customs of various regions in regard to taxation, and
therefore to land-use and ownership. The local lords of the
mountain valleys, like those of Lebanon and Kurdistan, were fitted
into the administrative system by being recognised as governors,
fief-holders, or chief tax-collectors of their districts; so long as they
delivered the taxes and refrained from troubling the trade-routes,
their local rule was recognised. In the same way, some of the
nomadic chiefs—Ilike the chiefs of the Mawali in the Syrian
desert—were given investiture and subsidies so long as they kept
the desert trade-routes open. The non-Muslims posed a more
difficult problem: they formed a large part of the population of the
empire and owned much of its wealth. Here once more we see the
Ottomans using their talent for order and giving logical and formal
expression to practices which had long existed in Muslim states.
After the conquest of Constantinople, the Greek Patriarch of the
city was formally recognised as head of the Eastern Orthodox
Christians of the empire, an Armenian Patriarch as head of the
Armenian Orthodox, and a Grand Rabbi as head of the Jewish
community. They were not only religious but civil heads: their
decisions and orders had the force of the government to back them
up; they were responsible to the government for the obedience of
their communities, and for collecting the poll-tax which non-
Muslims had to pay; in return, they and their communities were
given freedom of worship and a broad tolerance and protection.
(This combination of religious and civil authority is still to be
found in places where the Ottomans ruled: for example in Cyprus,
where the Greek Archbishop was Ethnarch or head of the nation,
and by being so became leader of the nationalist movement and
then President of the Republic.)

If we look at the Ottoman state in these different ways, as a
Turkish, an Islamic and a universal state, we shall find that there
were no lines of exclusion which kept the Arabs out (at least, the
great majority of Arabic-speaking peoples who were Muslims). As
I have said, the ruling group was ‘Turkish’, but not in a racial
sense; the highest offices were open to all Muslims. But in fact
very few men of Arab origin seem to have filled them. There are
some exceptions: for example, a son of the famous prince of
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Lebanon in the seventeenth century, Fakhr al-Din, drawn into the
palace service after his father had revolted and been killed, became
a famous official of the household and the ambassador of the sultan
to the Mogul emperor in India. We hear also of a few provincial
governors of local origin: for example, the Jalili family, who ruled
Mosul throughout most of the eighteenth and the early nineteenth
century, and who belonged perhaps to a local Christian family
converted to Islam. By and large, however, Arabs did not exercise
direct political power in the Ottoman service.

The religious hierarchy gave them more scope and served as a
channel of social mobility, for the language of theology and law
was Arabic, and in principle learning and piety were the only
passports needed for religious office. In fact matters were not quite
so simple: the highest positions in the religious service tended to be
held by graduates of the imperial schools in Istanbul, and members
of families with a tradition of office. Even the provincial gadis
were sent out from Istanbul for a limited period and drawn from
this privileged group: here once more we find the Ottoman instinct
for preventing any subject obtaining too much power or keeping it
too long. But beneath the gad: lay other offices in the provincial
capitals; his deputy judges, the muftis of the various schools of law,
the naqib al-ashraf, a kind of doyen of the sharifs or descendants of
the Prophet, the only recognised aristocracy of blood. These were
for the most part local men, and in the Arab cities they were
drawn largely from ancient Arab families of ‘notables’ with a
tradition of learning and leadership, a kind of noblesse de robe:
families some of which went back to a period before the Ottomans,
and some of which have played a leading role until modern
times—the Bakris in Cairo, Khalidis and ‘Alamis in Jerusalem,
Jabiris in Aleppo, Gaylanis in Baghdad. Under the Ottomans as
before, these notables acted as intermediaries between the ‘men of
the sword’ and the local Muslim population. Basically they were
loyal to the sultan, but they were also leaders of their cities and
heirs of the urban civilisation of Islam. At times they tried to curb
Ottoman power or the use of it, and they had the means of doing
so: they could mobilise public opinion by making use of preachers,
heads of quarters, leaders of popular organisations; and they had
some influence through their links with the religious hierarchy
throughout the empire, and with its heads in Istanbul. What they
did in the cities local Arab chieftains could do in the countryside:
shaykhs of beduin tribes, hereditary rulers of mountain communi-
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ties, lords of castles, like those who took over the Crusaders’ castles
in Syria after the Crusaders left, and dominated the surrounding
districts from them. As with the city notables, we find them
playing an ambiguous part: recognised by the Ottoman government
in one way or another, fitted into the administrative or fiscal
system, not usually trying to throw off Ottoman sovereignty, but
resisting too much interference in their districts or their rule of it.
Here too we find names still familiar: Shihabs and Jumblats in
Lebanon; Tugans in the Nablus district; the sharifs of Mecca, a
family of descendants of the Prophet whose local power in the
Hijaz had some recognition from Istanbul, and who were the
ancestors of the Hashimite family.

III

Those of us who are old enough to remember World War II
perhaps find it easier than scholars of an earlier generation to
understand the swift rise and fall of Islamic states: the rush of
armies from one to another of the chain of cities with their fragile
hinterlands, spread along the trade routes and divided by steppe or
desert. The wonder is not that these mushroom creations for the
most part vanished so soon, but that some like the Ottoman state
lasted for so long. But sooner or later the impulse which had won
and kept an empire weakened, and disintegration began, usually
along two lines: first by a fragmentation inside the system of
government, the ruler ceasing to control his army or government,
and the central government losing control over the provinces;
secondly, by the forces of society bursting out of the framework
imposed by the government, instruments of order becoming leaders
of discontent or revolt, the lords of the mountains and steppes
eating away the hinterland of the cities.

Such a process of disintegration can be seen in the Ottoman
Empire at least from the seventeenth century onwards. At the
centre, the Sultan’s power weakened, different groups struggled in
the Palace and government; then there came a certain revival by a
shift of power to the Grand Vezir and the higher bureaucracy, but
a partial and fragile one. In the provinces, there was a growing
decentralisation: some provincial rulers, in particular those of the
North African ‘regencies’ of Tripoli, Tunis and Algiers, became
virtually independent, giving little more than nominal obedience to
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Istanbul; in others, a balance between central and local govern-
ments was maintained. Some of these local governments, for
example Cairo and Baghdad, were in the hands of groups of
Mamluks, self-perpetuating military élites; others, in those of local
families who had made their rule hereditary, like the Jalilis of
Mosul or the ‘Lords of the Valleys’ in Asia Minor. In the cities,
the Janissary army, which had once maintained order, became a
popular political organisation, and sometimes a danger to order.
In the mountains, the feudal lords of Lebanon extended their
control eastwards over the Biga‘ plain lying between them and
Damascus, and the lords of Kurdistan moved down towards the
Euphrates. In the steppe, pastoral groups crystallised into ‘tribes’
or ‘federations’ around new shaykhly families. Large units of this
kind (‘Anaza, Shammar, Bani Sakhr) threatened established
patterns of control over the trade routes in the Syrian desert: in
1757 even the Pilgrimage from Damascus was pillaged by the
Bani Sakhr. In central Arabia itself, there arose one of those
movements which recur from time to time in Islamic history,
products of an alliance between a religious reformer and a dynasty,
and aiming at the creation of a virtuous Islamic state: the new
state, that of the Wahhabis, occupied the holy cities, rejected
Ottoman sovereignty, and rejected also the kind of orthodoxy for
which the Ottomans stood. In some places, the countryside no
longer produced the surplus to maintain large cities and strong
governments, either because of a shrinking of the agricultural
hinterland or because the cultivators were under the control of
tribal shaykhs, no longer under that of urban landlords. In Iraq
this process had reached the point, by the end of the eighteenth
century, where urban civilisation was threatened, but not yet in
Syria and Egypt: eighteenth-century Cairo, Damascus and Aleppo
were still splendid and well-built cities.

This was in a sense a natural process, such as had been repeated
again and again in the history of the eastern and southern
Mediterranean, but with it there was intertwined another and a
new process, the growth of the power and influence of the great
European states. First of all, military power: the last great
Ottoman conquest was the island of Crete in 1669. There followed
a long war with a combination of European states which ended in
an unfavourable peace in 1699. Then in the 1760s another war
with Russia showed that the Turks could not stand up to a major
European power: a Russo-Greek fleet sailed the eastern Mediter-
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ranean and made landings in Greece and at Beirut. A generation
later, in 1798, Bonaparte occupied Egypt for a brief period. With
the change in the military balance there went a growth of
European influence: the Ottoman government had to make alli-
ances with England and Russia to drive the French out of Egypt,
and European ambassadors began to play a part in the politics of
Istanbul.

The history of the Ottoman empire in its last phase was woven
out of the interaction of these two processes. To begin with, the
growth of European influence helped to stop the disintegration.
Fear of Europe, and pressure from Europe, gave the Ottoman
government an incentive to reform itself; the new military and
administrative methods gave it the instruments of reform. For
roughly fifty years from the 1820s there was a period of rapid
change, known as the tanzimat or reorganisation. Brought about
by a combination between a reforming sultan and some high
officials with a direct knowledge of Europe, its aim was first of all
to create a modern army, then to use it to restore the power of the
central government over the provinces, and to create a new
framework of centralised administration and secular law. Behind
these aims lay to some extent a revival of the ancient ideal of
kingship: of a ruler governing not by caprice but by natural justice
embodied in regulations, and both helped and restrained by a
bureaucracy. Mingled with this were certain new ideals: that of
citizenship—of all subjects of the sultan having guaranteed rights,
and all of them having equal rights and a direct relationship with
the government; and the idea of ‘civilisation,” of a rational, active,
progressive, self-determining, modern way of life, brought into
existence by western Europe but open to the whole world.

We should not under-estimate the success of the reforms. If we
compare the empire of 1870 with what it had been in 1820, there
is no doubt that methods of administration and justice had changed,;
the non-Muslims were freer; provinces as far away as the Hijaz
and Tripoli of Africa were once more controlled from Istanbul; the
provincial administration had been reformed and the area of
cultivation was growing; a certain idea of Ottoman ‘nationhood’
was spreading; the amenities of life at least in the larger cities and
sea-ports had been improved; the Ottoman community was drag-
ging itself in a cumbersome, half-reluctant way into the modern
world. There were visible signs of this, not so trivial as they might
seem: in government offices, the frock-coat and fez had replaced
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robes and turbans; merchants and notables were moving from
houses in the old cities to Italianate villas on the Bosphorus, in the
new quarters stretching from old Cairo to the Nile, in Smyrna and
Beirut; the sultan himself had moved from the old Saray to a
smart new Palace on the water-front with chandeliers, gilt mirrors
and plush upholstery; he no longer looked like an oriental despot,
but like one of that chain of benevolent autocrats, with epaulettes
and decorations and careful beards, stretching from St Petersburg,
Vienna and Paris to Dom Pedro of Brazil, the Emperor Maximi-
lian of Mexico, and King Kamehameha of Hawaii.

But the process of reform contained in itself weaknesses and
contradictions which were to carry the disintegration to its logical
end. The reforming combination itself was a fragile one: a sultan
who wanted absolute power and a bureaucracy which wanted
power restrained by principle and regulation could not in the end
agree, and the split came under Abdiilhamid II at the end of the
century; the ‘ulama’, some of whom had accepted and justified the
earlier reform, grew hostile as it went further and threatened the
rule of Islamic law; some of the officials put forward the idea of
constitutional rule, and an Ottoman constitution was indeed
granted for a few years in the 1870s. In the provinces, some of the
stronger local governors were able to carry out their own version
of the tanzimat, and—since the areas they were dealing with were
smaller and more compact—with greater success: Tunisia under
the Beys and Egypt under Muhammad ‘Ali became virtually
independent.

Underlying these changes in forms of government were two
important changes in the social order, each with results which
continued after the empire itself had vanished. First, there was an
economic change, in some countries at least: the Middle East
became attached to the European trading system as a ‘plantation
cconomy,’ producing the raw materials of European industry and
importing manufactured goods; in particular, the whole economy
of Egypt was geared to the intensive cultivation of high-grade
cotton on irrigated land for the mills of Lancashire. The result
was a change in the relative strength and prosperity of different
social groups. The old Muslim merchant class and the craftsmen
facing the competition of machine-made goods declined; so did the
nomads, whose economy, based on the rearing of camels for
transport, was shaken by the coming of new methods of transport.
On the other hand, there rose a new group of landowners, through
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grants of land by the ruler, or the registration of state land in their
names, or lending money to the cultivators, or bringing new land
into cultivation; and also a new type of merchant living on the
import-export trade with Europe—a group largely European in
the upper ranks, mainly oriental Christian and Jewish in the
lower.

Secondly, there was an intellectual change, produced by new
schools, the coming of the printing press and newspapers, the
translation of books from English or French, travel, and the
experience of living in a world dominated by Europe. Among
officials, officers, teachers and merchants, there spread new ideas
about how society should be organised: in particular, the idea that
it should be organised on a basis of nationalism, of a sentiment of
national loyalty and unity in which members of different religious
or social communities should join; a nationalism explicitly secular
but having, like everything in the Middle East, a concealed
religious element. It was because of this perhaps that the idea of
an ‘Ottoman’ nation proved too fragile to resist more limited and
robust national ideas: first Serbs and Greeks, then Rumanians and
Bulgarians created their own nation-states, then the idea spread to
the Armenians, then to the Turks themselves, and to the other
Muslim peoples, Arabs, Albanians and Kurds.

In this process of fission too we can see the expansion of Europe
as a complicating factor. In some of the outlying provinces, direct
European rule was established: by the French in Algeria in 1830
and in Tunisia in 1881, by the British in Egypt in 1882, by the
Italians in Libya in 1912. Even in those parts which remained
Ottoman until the end, European influence was all-pervading.
European banks and merchants controlled the growing sector of
the economy, and European concessionary companies built the
public utilities. Oriental Christian and Jewish merchants mostly
had foreign protection, and whole communities had links with one
or other power—the Catholics with France, the Orthodox with
Russia. Muslims as well as Christians and Jews sent their sons
and daughters to mission schools. Not only the embassies in
Istanbul but the consulates in provincial cities were centres of
social cohesion and political life. In some parts, spheres of influence
had been defined by 1914: the French in coastal Syria, the British
in southern Iraq. When the empire fell to pieces after 1918, it did
so partly along lines already marked out.

I do not intend to follow the process of collapse in detail, but let
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me make one last point. Many of the things Middle Eastern
countries have in common can be explained by their having been
ruled for so long by the Ottomans; many of the things which
differentiate them can be explained by the different ways in which
they emerged from the Ottoman empire. In Tunisia and Algeria,
the Ottoman connection had grown distant and weak before the
French came, and European colonisation changed the social
structure so forcibly and deeply that little was left of the Ottoman
imprint. In Tripoli, the Italian conquest took place at a moment
when improved communications and the revival of the constitution
in 1908 were strengthening the links with Istanbul; a certain pro-
Ottoman feeling lingered in Tripoli during the first decades of
Italian rule. In Egypt, the situation was more complicated.
Muhammad ‘Ali in a sense was a provincial ruler in the Ottoman
tradition, gathering all power into his own hands, forming around
him a largely Turkish household of officials and officers, turning
political into social power by seizing control of the land. Later,
much of the land fell into the hands of a new class of large
landowners, many of them ‘Turco-Egyptians’. Their social power
was counterbalanced by that of the European and Levantine
merchants and bankers, and the British occupation of 1882 was in
some ways a victory for this second group. But not a total victory:
the British ruled in uneasy alliance with a Palace and court still
largely Turkish; and Egyptian nationalism, directed as it was
mainly against the British presence, had undertones of hostility to
the Turkish ruler and landowners. Until 1952 the three-cornered
struggle of British, Palace and nationalists continued in various
forms, and the Palace was a focus for the continuing power and
influence of the ‘Turco-Egyptians’.

The nation-state of Turkey itself emerged from the ruins of the
empire by conscious rejection of the Ottoman past: the Turkish
people, the nationalists believed, had wasted their strength trying
to hold down an empire; the Islamic autocracy of the sultans had
prevented progress. But the break with the past was not so deep as
it seemed. The new Turkish state was built round the framework
of the Ottoman bureaucracy and army, and this perhaps was why
Turkey was able to remain independent of European tutelage.
Many of the early leaders (although not Atatiirk himself) came
from the families of the officers and bureaucrats who had been at
the centre of Ottoman government and reform. To have created
and maintained the Ottoman empire was the great achievement of
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the Turks, and the historic imagination of things done in common,
on which nationalist states depend, could not for long reject it.

The position of the Arabs in Syria, Iraq and the surrounding
regions is perhaps the most complex. The natural leaders of the
Arab provinces, the notable families of the great cities, were drawn
more closely into the Ottoman system in the later nineteenth
century. Their sons went into the imperial civil or military service
through the professional schools; after the restoration of the
constitution in 1908 they played an important part in Ottoman
politics—once the Balkan provinces had gone, the empire became
mainly a Turco-Arab state. Moreover, they could not be indifferent
to the claim of the sultan to be the last embodiment of the greatness
of Islam. But the growth of the Turkish national element in the
Ottoman government estranged them from it, and the idea of Arab
nationalism gave them a new way of expressing their discontent.
It happened that World War I broke out just at the point when
relations between Turkish and Arab Ottomans were most strained.
Hence the Arab revolt against the Ottoman rule; but most Arabs
who joined the revolt did so with misgivings about breaking up the
unity of the empire and the Muslim peoples, many of them later
regretted having done so, and even after the final separation, the
Ottoman legacy remained. In the first generation the Arab
nationalist movement was led by members of these same notable
families and former officials and officers of the sultan; they brought
to the movement a certain style of political action, and a memory
of Ottoman unity. At the meetings which founded the Arab League
in 1944-5, many observers must have been struck by the Ottoman
as well as the Arab links between those who spoke for the various
Arab states east of Egypt: they had been at school together in
Istanbul, they had been in the same army or served the same
government, they had a common way of looking at the world;
behind the vision of Arab unity lay memories of a lost imperial
grandeur.



2 The Islamic City’

When we speak of the ‘Islamic city’ we can mean several different
things, and it is best therefore to begin by making some distinctions.
A town or city comes into existence when a countryside produces
enough food beyond its requirements to enable a group of people
to live without growing their own crops or rearing their own
livestock, and devote themselves to manufacturing articles for sale
or performing other services for a hinterland. When these goods
and services are relatively simple or are sold to the region lying
immediately around the town, it is a market town. But it may
produce a wider range of goods and sell them to a wider market,
or perform more than the simplest services, and if so we may call
it a city. But here also we must make distinctions. There are cities
with a special function: desert or river or sea ports, for example,
which devote themselves to the carrying rather than the making of
goods; or holy cities, centres of worship, pilgrimage or religious
learning. But there are also cities with many functions: which both
make and transport many types of goods, which are centres of
secular as well as religious activities, and so on. Among these again
we may distinguish some which are centres of administration, the
collection of taxes, the control of armies and the dispensing of
justice; some of these are dependent or provincial centres, but
others are metropolitan, the seats of autonomous or independent
governments.

This is one type of division, but of course it is possible to think
of others. One which has sometimes been made in recent years is
that between ‘spontaneous’ and ‘created’ cities: those which have
grown up over a long period, because of a particularly fertile
hinterland, good natural communications, or some quality of
enterprise in their people; and those which have been founded by
deliberate act of a ruler or dynasty, to be royal residences or
pleasances or centres of government. But an essay by Pauty® has
shown that this distinction is more apparent than real. However a
city comes into existence, it can only survive by taking on some
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permanent social or economic function. Created cities must become
‘spontaneous’ if they are to remain alive. Political power by itself
will not maintain them: it must be used to create a permanent
economic activity (for example, by diverting trade routes), so that,
once the power vanishes through a change of dynasty or the
destruction of a state, the citizens will be able to maintain
themselves. For similar reasons, the distinction which might be
made between cities created in Islamic times and those which have
survived from an earlier period does not signify much; it may be,
as we shall see, that some traces of an earlier time can still be
found in the street plan of some Islamic cities, and it is not
impossible (although this is more doubtful) that there is some
continuity of institutions, but if so the reason is not simply that
streets or institutions were inherited from the pre-Islamic past, but
that they still performed some function in the Islamic age, and it
is this function which will most concern us.

There is however another type of distinction which must not be
left out of sight: that based on differences of time and place. What
we might call the ‘Islamic city’ existed in some sense from the
seventh century AD until the emergence of a single world-wide
society in our own times. Even allowing for the slow pace of
change in what we regard as ‘traditional societies’, it is clear that
change did take place, and in the life of cities which existed
throughout most or all of this long period several phases must be
distinguished, in each of which the city, whether we look at it as
a group of buildings or a community of people, had a rather
different form. In his book on Aleppo Sauvaget distinguishes five
main periods: those of the early caliphate, the anarchy which came
when it disintegrated, the ‘“Turkish’ dynasties, the Mamluks, and
the Ottomans.? Such distinctions will vary from one city to another,
but we must always make them; and we must be careful not to
think of the Islamic culture and society of the last period, that of
the great empires—Ottoman, Safavi and Mogul—as being the
‘traditional’ Islamic society or culture, that which it has always
been.

Again, what we call ‘Islamic cities’ are to be found in different
parts of the world: in Spain and North Africa, Egypt, Syria and
Asia Minor, Iraq, Iran, Central Asia, and the Indian sub-
continent. We cannot expect that urban life should have taken the
same form in all these regions, not so much because of supposed
differences of ‘national character’ as because of varying soils and
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climates, different inheritances, and involvement in various com-
mercial systems. We might perhaps distinguish the cities in the
western half of the Islamic world, with their common heritage
from Greece, Rome and Byzantium, and their life passed between
the Mediterranean and the steppe or desert where the Arab
tribesemen lived, from those in the area of Iranian culture, lying
between the Indian Ocean and the steppe or desert where Turkic
tribesmen lived; and those again from the cities of the Indian sub-
continent. But within each area we should again have to make
sub-divisions: between cities of North Africa, the Nile valley, and
the Levant; and between cities of Mesopotamia, the Persian
plateau and Transoxiana. The danger of not making such divisions
is the greater because research has not been evenly distributed.
Most study in depth has been done by French scholars in North
Africa; there are a few works on Egypt, Syria and Turkey some of
them dealing with a later period; on Iran there is less still.* Until
some of these gaps have been filled, we should beware of applying
a North African or Syrian model to Egypt, or one drawn from the
region of Arabo-Turkish culture to that of Irano-Turkish culture.

I

By a tacit agreement, most of the papers in this volume are
confined to certain among these various types of city, and so will
our introduction be. We shall be concerned more with large cities
than local market towns, more with the western than the eastern
Islamic world, more with the period before the rise of the three
great empires than with the period after, and (because the sources
are more readily available) more with the second half of that
period—the age of the Fatimids, Seljugs and Ayyubids, the
Mongols and the Mamluks—than with the first, the age of the
Islamic conquests and the undivided caliphate. Even as thus
defined our field is a broad one, and it is the very breadth and
variety which give rise to the problem with which our colloquium
was most concerned. Over this wide area of the world and these
many centuries, can we really speak of something called the
‘Islamic city’? Did cities in the Muslim world have any important
features in common, and if so can they be explained in terms of
Islam, or must we look for other types of explanation?

A generation ago the answer to these questions seemed clearer
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perhaps than it does today. A number of scholars, who combined
vast knowledge of detail with imaginative power and artistic
sensibility, had put forward various ideas in the light of which it
appeared that cities in the world of Islam did have a common
character. Georges and William Margcais, both working in North
Africa, suggested that the shape of the Islamic city was determined
only in part by the exigencies of power (which decided, for
example, where the citadel, the walls and the gates should be), but
in part also by their being Islamic; or, in other words, by the fact
that the city is necessary for Islam, since it is only there that the
virtuous life as Islam conceives it can be fully lived. The
congregational mosque in the centre of the city, the religious
schools beneath its shadow, the hierarchy of sugs, whose position
in relation to mosque and schools was determined by the religious
role of the goods they sold or the attitude of the shari‘a towards
them, the residential quarters with their ethnic or religious
solidarity, the cemeteries and shrines of saints outside the walls:
all these, they suggested, existed and were where they were
because the city was a Muslim city.® Massignon, going a stage
further, asserted that there was one type of socio-religious institu-
tion above all which dominated the life of the Islamic city: the
professional corporation or guild, going back beyond Islamic times
into the Sasanian empire, encouraged by the Isma‘ilis, having a
religious basis and sanction expressed in rites of initiation and the
cult of patron saints. Such corporations created within the
framework of the turug, the brotherhoods of mystics, provided
(Massignon believed) the basis of urban society in the Muslim
world: of solidarity between man and man, and of individual self-
respect, the craftsman’s belief in the worth of his own labour.® Yet
another French scholar, Sauvaget, studying first the physical shape
of cities and through it the human community, showed by close
research in Syria that the physical shape of what we usually call
the Islamic city was that of the Greco-Roman city which had
preceded it, but somewhat changed by the dynamic forces of
Islamic society. The classical cities planned by the Seleucids and
embellished by the Romans, with their broad colonnaded avenues,
temples, market-places, and rectangles of streets, were slowly
transformed but kept traces of their first state. When the Arabs
came, mosques and palaces gradually took the place of temples
and cathedrals or were built on the agora; a certain lack of
grandeur in the Islamic conception of the city, and the emphasis of
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Islamic law on the individual, led to the gradual encroachment of
shops and dwellings onto the broad avenues, and when the period
of anarchy succeeded that of the early caliphate, the insecurity of
life caused the population to withdraw into the city-quarters, small
units where the ties of neighbourhood were reinforced by those of
common religious allegiance or ethnic origin. With this, the city
ceased to exist as a moral unity.

The very clarity and precision with which such theories were
stated revealed the problems inherent in them. From the writings
of a Marcais or a Sauvaget there emerged a vivid sense of the
‘personality’ of an Islamic city, of the continuous tradition of civic
life in Damascus or Aleppo or Fez, of a ‘spirit’ which had made it
possible for the city to assert itself again and again as a force in
Islamic history. In those of Massignon one could find an explana-
tion of how this spirit had persisted and expressed itself: for him,
Islamic society was essentially corporate, and urban Muslims had
some special power of organising themselves, maintaining their
communal existence in the face of political power, and giving it a
religious sanction. But if we compare the Muslim cities with those
of western Europe in the same period, a different and even a
contrasting impression emerges. Max Weber suggested that there
were five distinguishing marks of the city in the full sense:
fortifications, markets, a court administering a partly autonomous
law, distinctively urban forms of association, and at least partial
autonomy. In this sense, Weber maintained, the city had fully
existed in Europe, never in Asia, only in part and for short periods
in the Middle East.® His definition does more or less correspond to
what Europeans would think of as a city, and if we accept it then
we must accept his conclusion that Middle Eastern cities are not
cities in the full sense. Of his five marks two at least are missing
in the Islamic city. It would usually have a market and a wall; if
Massignon were right, it would have distinctively urban forms of
association; but it had no legal privileges conferred by the state, for
the shari‘a recognised no privileges for one group of believers
above others; nor, apart from some rare exceptions (some short-
lived municipal bodies in Spain and North Africa), did it possess
autonomy.

Thus we seem to be faced with a paradox. How was it that the
‘Islamic city’ was able to maintain its personality, its power of
collective action, throughout Islamic history, when it never
possessed municipal institutions in which that personality could be
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formally embodied, or a municipal law which would at once
express and legitimise it? How was it that urban Muslims
showed—once more, if Massignon is to be believed—such a power
of corporate organisation in other ways, but were unable to create
this kind of institution?

111

In the light of recent research as revealed in the papers published
here, it is clear that in some respects the problem has been falsely
presented. So far as the physical shape of the Syrian city is
concerned, Sauvaget’s work stands in principle unshaken, although
Elisséeff’s paper corrects it in certain important ways.’ But
Massignon’s view of the corporate nature of Islamic society can
scarcely be maintained. The exact opposite indeed might be nearer
the truth: in the Islamic view of the world there was the individual
believer and there was the whole community: of believers, but in
between there was no stable grouping regarded as legitimate and
permanent. Islamic law did not recognise corporate personality
except in a limited sense, and the whole spirit of Islamic social
thought went against the formation of limited groups within which
there might grow up an exclusive natural solidarity hostile to the
all-inclusive solidarity of an umma based on common obedience to
God’s commands. Not only did corporations have no moral or
religious basis, it is not certain that they ever existed. Cahen’s
paper throws doubt on Massignon’s theory of the professional
corporations and shows that they were not ‘guilds’ in the medieval
European sense, but as they existed, were instruments of state
control.'® It was only at a later period, he suggests, that they
acquired a life of their own. (Here we may carry his doubts
further and ask whether even the ‘guilds’ of Ottoman times had so
much of an independent life as we may be tempted to think.
Except in a few specialised occupations did they exist in a fully
articulated and autonomous form? Can we find more than a
chief—shaykh, amin—whom the government recognised as respon-
sible for his fellow-craftsmen, but whose independence and author-
ity may have been limited; a certain community of feeling and
interest among those who practised the same craft, often in the
same part of the bazaar; and certain ceremonies, in particular at
the moment when an apprenticeship was completed, of which the
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importance is difficult to assess?) More generally, Stern suggests
that the absence of professional organisations is only one example
of the absence of organisations in Islamic society." Seen in this
light, the lack of municipal institutions is not an exception which
needs to be explained, but a further example of this general rule,
and to be explained in the same way as other examples, by those
features of Islamic law and theory already mentioned, and also by
the fact that the power of the state was rooted in the city and this
made it difficult for autonomous institutions to grow up.

It is clear moreover that the autonomous cities of the classical
world and of medieval Europe, privileged corporations within a
larger state, or city-states themselves, are not the norm which all
cities at all times have tended to approach, but an exception which
itself needs to be explained. Here as in other matters we may be
misled by Weber’s insistence that his ideal types were ‘value-free’.
His main problem was always to explain the emergence of the
rational, bureaucratic, industrial society of modern Europe; he
himself was conscious that special conditions had been present
which enabled Europe to develop in such a different way from
other societies, but it is easy to draw the inference from his
writings that this unique society is the norm and others have been
arrested or diverted in their natural development towards it. Very
special conditions were needed to produce the chartered city of
medieval England or the urban republics of northern Italy: in
Italy, for example, the disintegration of Roman authority while
urban life and trade continued, and in northern Europe the growth
of monarchies based on a rural economy and society. These
conditions did not exist in medieval Europe before the eleventh
century; they ceased to exist fully in Europe when the nation-state
and the modern bureaucratic government developed; they never
existed in most of Asia and the Muslim world.

It would not however be true to say that, because municipal
privileges never existed, urban life never existed. As Aubin points
out, the city in the Islamic world resembled other Asian cities in
its lack of formal institutions.”” This lesson is driven home by
Gernet’s paper from which it appears that, at least until the
growth of a commercial bourgeoisie in the Sung period, the urban
conglomeration had no recognised existence at all in China.” In
the vast sedentary empire, where the hand of the imperial
government lay equally on all, a city was simply a piece of land
where the population was particularly thick (and not always even
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that); it had no special government or administration, no special
function in Chinese society. In one way the picture is like that of
the city in the Muslim world, but in others very unlike; they are
alike in the absence of municipal institutions and autonomy, but
unlike in the quality and volume of public life. The Chinese city
is passive beneath imperial rule, but the Islamic city is active, even
disturbingly so, whether its activity takes place within the confines
of a political system willingly or unwillingly accepted or tries to
break out of it. It is this positive feature of public activity, rather
than the negative one of not possessing what European cities
possessed from the eleventh century onwards, which poses our real
problem. How did this activity express itself? Why was it that
Islamic cities were able to maintain it so continuously? To what
extent, in this respect, did they differ from the cities of China,
India, the Byzantine Empire and western Europe in the same
period?

v

If we are to understand this or any other aspect of the Islamic city,
it may be best to begin not with the city in isolation but with the
settled area of which it forms a part. The fact from which Middle
Eastern history starts (or started before the technological revolution
of our age) is the fragility of settled life. West of the Indian sub-
continent, the regions in which Islam took root were those in
which scarcity of water or the threat of the nomadic pastor made
agriculture precarious (but we should not of course build on this
fact any general theory about Islam being a faith specially adapted
to such regions). The peasant could not maintain himself unless
such water as existed could be stored and canalised, or unless there
were some natural or human obstacle against the coming in of the
nomad. For both these purposes a division of labour was needed.
The village needed the town; but the town could not exist without
the food produced by the peasant and delivered to the urban
market, whether for sale or in payment of taxes. The basic unit of
Middle Eastern society was what some social scientists have called
the ‘agro-city’, the urban conglomeration together with the rural
hinterland from which it drew its food and to which it sold part at
least of its manufactures.

This basic unit can be analysed in one way, into town and
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countryside, but also in another, into two mutually dependent
components, government and society. The countryside needed a
ruler, with an army and administration, to hold back the nomads;
the town too needed him to maintain its hold over the countryside
and thus ensure its food-supply, and to maintain also the system of
laws which harmonised private interests and without which a
complex urban life would not have been possible. But the
government needed the wealth of the ‘agro-city’; it could only exist,
on any but the smallest scale, in an area where the production of
food and manufactures was so far in excess of what the producers
needed as to carry the burden of a palace, an administration, and
an army.

There existed then a basic harmony between government and
‘agro-city’, or at least those elements in it which had an interest in
a prosperous and settled life: craftsmen and merchants, scholars,
those cultivators who had a safe tenure of their lands, and those
who, although not themselves cultivators, had been able to establish
a claim to part of the produce of the land and whom we call (by
an analogy with western Europe which may be misleading) the
‘landowners’. The mutual dependence was all the closer as the city
grew in size and the government in strength. A large city had to
have not only an immediate agricultural hinterland, but a larger
commercial hinterland as well; it had to be an organising centre,
a stage, or a terminus of trade-routes, and this would make
possible a diversification of products, a division of labour, a
standard of living and a growth of population such as could not
otherwise exist. For all this too the city needed the power of the
government, not only in order to protect existing trade-routes
against pirates, nomads, mountaineers, foreign governments and
mercenary armies, but even to create new trade-routes; as Aubin
remarks, the power of the government could be used in various
ways to draw towards its capital or provincial centres trade and
wealth which formerly had followed other courses. On the other
hand, the bankers, merchants and craftsmen of a great city,
producing goods for a wide market and financing or organising
international trade, would bring in revenue and enable the
government to maintain a more complex administration and a
more powerful army.

Such a relationship between government and settled urban
society had existed in the Middle East before the rise of Islam. In
the Islamic period it was given a distinctive shape by two factors:
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first, the virtual monopoly of political power over most of the
Muslim world, after the ‘Abbasid caliphate disintegrated, by
politico-military groups of mainly Turkic origin, Islamised but not
always deeply so, and standing at a certain distance from the
Arabic or Persian-speaking peoples whom they ruled; and
secondly, the close connection between the commercial bourgeoisie
and the ‘lama, those learned in the law and other religious
sciences, belonging to or grouped around the mosques and schools.
This connection had several aspects: members of bourgeois families
took to learning, men of learning married into such families, the
‘ulama possessed a certain economic and social power through
their control of the awgaf, and both groups shared an interest in a
stable, prosperous and cultivated urban life. Members of the great
bourgeois families and of the ‘ulama together provided an urban
leadership: their wealth, piety, culture and ancient names gave
them social prestige and the patronage of quarters, ethnic or
religious groups, crafts, or the city as a whole."

This relation between government and urban society may help
to explain the forms and limits of activity in the Islamic city. If we
look at the city from above, from the point of view of the ruler, we
may have the impression of a passive society on which a hierarchy
of control has been imposed. At the apex stood the ruler and his
‘household’, a group closely identified with him, almost in fact an
extension of his personality: this included his family, his harem,
his palace officials, his personal army, whether ‘slave’ or ‘free’,
with a professional ‘@sabiyya oriented towards maintaining him in
power. Beneath the ruler lay a whole system of control: the
governor and his household, the secretaries in the government
offices, the sahib al-shurta or muhtasib who maintained order, the
gadi who administered justice, other functionaries who supervised
public acts of worship, the heads of quarters, of villages, of crafts,
and of non-Muslim communities, whom the government held
responsible for the payment of taxes and the maintenance of order
and obedience. All these could be regarded as emanations of the
ruler’s personality, possessing an authority derived from his and
existing to carry out his orders and wishes. But on the other hand
they had a connection, which could be a close one, with the urban
society they controlled, and this not only exposed them to pressures
from it, but also made it possible for them to have a social power
and influence independent of the ruler. Some of those exercising
functions in or for the government might themselves be drawn
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from the urban population. This would be true of the shaykhs of
quarters, villages or crafts; it might be true of higher officials
also—as Ashtor-Strauss has shown, a ra’is al-balad, responsible
for police and order in the whole city, was often found in Syria
before the Ayyubid period.” In the same way, many of the holders
of posts connected with law or worship would be drawn from the
local ‘ulama, and so too might be the gadi. Even those who were
not by origin from the local urban society might be drawn into it.
They had at least the tie of religious faith; they might be closely
connected, by the necessities of their work if not by blood or
marriage, with leading families of the city; the holders of religious
posts would have some connection with the local ‘wlama; officials
or soldiers who were given land-grants or held tax-farms would be
drawn into the economic life of society and might partially control
the exchanges between town and countryside. More generally, the
ruler and his subordinates could not lightly ignore the wishes of
those groups in the city with which their interests were bound up.

When formal institutions do not exist and the exercise of power
is not defined, political roles tend to be ambiguous. The ‘notables’,
the leaders of the bourgeoisie and the ‘ulama, obeyed the govern-
ment not only from fear or self-interest, but from concern for peace
and security, from that preference for social peace at almost any
price which was the principle of later Islamic society, and from
the final need of the city for political power and authority, to bring
in the food-supply from the rural hinterland and to keep the trade-
routes open. But they were also ‘leaders’ responsible to the urban
population. At times they could use their independent power over
it to mobilise urban forces and put pressure on the ruler. This
mobilisation was carried out through an ancient machinery of
contacts between notables of the city and leaders of quarters,
popular preachers, shaykhs or turugq, leaders of certain crafts, and
leaders of organisations of the under-employed unskilled workers,
or of the peasants whom economic chance drew backwards and
forwards between the rural and urban parts of the ‘agro-city’. In
this process even those who held posts under the ruler might take
part: the gadi could become a spokesman for the local ‘ulama, the
shaykhs of quarters or villages could act as clients of local leaders
rather than servants of the ruler.

Circumstances would decide whereabouts on the spectrum
between obedience and rebellion the local leaders and their
followers would be found. There were times and places when a
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relatively stable balance existed, when a strong government ruled
in close partnership with the bourgeoisie and their leaders, and the
influence of the leaders was thrown on the side of the existing
order. But there were other times when the balance was shaken,
and, because of a weakening of authority or the widening of the
gap between the interests of the ruler and those of the townspeople,
the urban leaders and notables would emerge as organisers of
protest or even of rebellion. But it did not often happen that such
a movement was taken to the point of an overturning of authority.
Throughout most of our period, the social norm remained that of
close cooperation between men of the sword and notables of the
city. As Stern points out, it was in general only at moments of
interregnum, when a dynasty or state had collapsed or been
defeated, that the local leaders came forward as a provisional
government: they would administer the city for a time, until one of
them emerged as ruler, or until they had to hand it over to its new
master. Lapidus explains why it was that, such rare exceptions
apart, the local leaders could not take the place of the rulers.'® On
the one hand, the popular forces which they could use or
manipulate were themselves divided; the only effective popular
associations were those based on the quarters, there were no
effective professional or ‘political’ organisations on a city-wide
basis, except for certain ‘marginal’ and ‘anti-social’ associations
whom the higher orders of the city could only control and use up
to a point. On the other, the active leadership tended to be in the
hands of the ‘ulama, the religious element in the upper bourgeoisie,
and they, because of their very conception of society and of their
place in it, were not able to integrate the various elements of the
city into a political whole. This could only be done by the military
rulers; hence the long predominance of ‘“Turkish® or Mamluk
ruling groups, acting both as rulers and as patrons or local leaders,
until, much later, the decline of Ottoman authority led to the re-
emergence of local leaders in the provincial cities.

At times indeed the ‘popular’ forces, the instruments of political
action, could escape from the control both of the government and
of the urban leaders and throw up their own leaders. Hence those
long-lived bodies which both Lapidus and Cahen have studied—
‘ayyarun, harafish, and so on. They might continue to exist for
centuries, but, as Lapidus has shown, their basis was not the city
as a whole but a small unit, the quarter or group of quarters, and
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their aims were essentially non-political. They could trouble ruler
and urban leaders alike, but could not take their place.”

\'%

It would be a mistake to try to see the physical shape of the
Islamic city simply as an expression of its social structure—of such
factors as these: the predominance of a commercial bourgeoisie
linked with the upper ‘wlama; the distinctive religious institutions
of Islam; the ethnic difference between ruler and people; and the
moral distance between the ruler’s household and the society
around it. A city cannot be just an external sign, in stone or wood
or mud-brick, of a system of social ethics or social institutions.
Aubin reminds us that there are many factors which affect the
shape of a city, and first of all there are physical factors. A city
must have an adequate supply of water, it must have an adequate
hinterland of cultivable land, its streets and buildings will follow
the contours of the land on which it is built. Apart from these
physical factors, its shape will be affected by an uncounted
multiplicity of individual choices not always known as such.

With such reservations in mind, it may however be possible to
construct a picture of what a ‘typical’ Islamic city would look like.
To do so is of course a dangerous task, as innumerable variations
will be found in so large an area and over so long a period of time.
But, speaking very roughly, we may say that we should expect to
find such features as the following. First, there would be a citadel,
very often placed on some natural defence work, and serving
indeed to explain why there is a city at all in that place; Sauvaget
for example has shown that Aleppo is where it is because of a
natural fall dominating the countryside around, and Elisséeff
suggests where the tall of Damascus must have been. Secondly,
there might be a royal ‘city’ or ‘quarter’ which would have grown
up in either of two ways, as shown in the difference of emphasis
between the papers of Lassner and El-Ali about the origins of the
Round City of Baghdad:' it might be a royal enclave implanted in
an already existing urban conglomeration, or it might be a new
foundation on virgin soil and around which a conglomeration later
grew, attracted by the power, wealth and prestige of a court.
However it began, it tended to be more than a palace: it would be
rather a ‘compound’, grouping royal residence, administrative
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offices, places for the bodyguard or personal troops. Its situation,
shape and size depended largely on the relations of government
and society. In disturbed times, the compound might also be the
citadel, the strong point of defence; in times of ease and confidence,
of prosperity and a sure control of society, the court might move to
more spacious surroundings, out of a desire for peace and
tranquillity, for solitude, or magnificence; and when it moved it
tended to draw the government after it. Rogers’ study of Samarra
shows how difficult it is to disentangle motives or to discern the
exact nature of a royal foundation, which may have been pleasance,
palace, and administrative centre at once."

Thirdly, there would be a central urban complex, which would
include the great mosques and religious schools, and the central
markets with their khans and gaysariyyas, and with special places
assigned for the main groups of craftsmen or traders. The great
houses of the merchant and religious bourgeoisie would be in this
district, although, as Raymond has shown, the houses of the
‘military aristocracy’ would be near the centre of political power,
wherever that might be.* To explain why religious and commercial
buildings should be close together, we may refer partly to that
alliance of bourgeoisie and ‘ulama of which we have already
spoken, but also, at least in cities of Greek or Roman origin, to a
process analysed by Sauvaget. The Muslim conquerors planted
themselves in the complex of agora, central avenue and temple or
church which stood at the heart of the Greek city; the mosque
replaced or stood near the church or temple, the central bazaars
and what went with them took over the avenue and agora.

Fourthly, there would be a ‘core’ of residential quarters, marked
by at least two special characteristics: the combination of local with
ethnic or religious differentiation, and the relative separateness
and autonomy of each quarter or group of quarters. The develop-
ment of both these characteristics again is not hard to understand.
As a new city developed or an old one expanded, the immigrants—
soldiers, merchants, peasants, nomads—tended to settle in compact
groups: Massignon has shown how this happened in Kufa,® and
it can be seen today in the bidonuilles of the great cities of the
Middle East and North Africa. Methods of administration and
tax-collection strengthened and perpetuated the separateness of
these groups: it was simplest and most satisfactory to hold each
group collectively responsible, and recognise one member of it as
local chief.
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The separateness was still further strengthened when the
authority of the ruler weakened, both because the quarter provided
a viable unit of defence, and because of that ‘ambiguity’ of
leadership which has already been mentioned: chiefs of quarters
would have more of the character of ‘subordinates’ when the
government was strong, more that of ‘leaders’ when it was weak.
But it is doubtful whether the autonomy of the quarters reached
the point where, to quote Sauvaget again, the moral unity of the
city dissolved; as Scanlon’s paper shows, there must always at the
least have been some kind of general arrangements for traffic,
water-supply, the removal of refuse, and so on.*

Fifthly and finally, there would be the ‘suburbs’ and outer
quarters, where recent and unstable immigrants would live and
certain occupations be carried on: in particular the ‘caravan’
quarters spread out along the main roads. Here whatever planning
the city centre showed would leave little trace; even in the cities of
Roman and Byzantine Syria, there must have been such ‘Semitic’
conglomerations around the central core. Some of these would be
outside the city walls, built around the shrines of holy men, and
touching the great cemeteries which surrounded the cities. Outer
suburbs and cemeteries might—as Scanlon shows to be true of
Fustat—lie outside the jurisdiction of the urban authorities, and
be the home of outlaws.

VI

How far are such features as we have described, in the city as
human community and as physical entity, peculiar to the Muslim
world, and how far are they to be explained in terms of Islam?
Both Cahen and Aubin warn us that it is more correct to talk of
cities in dar al-islam than of Islamic cities. Cahen shows that many
of the characteristics of what we call the ‘Islamic city’ are in fact
those of the ‘medieval’ city: of the Byzantine city, of the Italian
city before the eleventh century, even of the Chinese and central
Asian city to some extent.”®

Even some of the features which seem to be peculiar to the city
in dar al-islam may not be due to Islam as a religion. Ought we,
for example, to explain that special balance between military élite
and bourgeoisie, between authority and rebellion, by the Islamic
theory of politics? It is tempting to do so but it may be dangerous.
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We must at least ask whether there are not other explanations,
economic or political: the conditions in which settled agriculture
was carried on in the Middle East, the need for irrigation and
urban capital; the pressure of Arab and Turkish nomads on the
countryside and the trade-routes; and so on.

But when all this has been said, there still remains something
which may be explained in terms of Islam. To say that ‘Islamic
civilisation was urban’ may be commonplace but is still valid to
some extent. The Islamic institutions were concentrated in the
cities: mosques, schools, zawiyas. They possessed a kind of prestige
and strength which neither rulers nor bourgeoisie could ignore,
and it was for this reason that they provided a framework for
urban life. Through them the ruler’s acts could be legitimised, the
city-dwellers could take corporate action, and the two could be
morally linked. The close connection of the ‘“wlama with the
bourgeoisie gave a distinctive shape to the urban society of the
Islamic world.

Islamic law too helped to shape the city. As we have said, it did
not recognise the corporation, only the individual and the commun-
ity of believers. In the interests of the community, the ruler had a
duty to intervene in order to regulate the relations of individuals,
to prevent one individual infringing the freedom of others. It was
in this way, as Brunschvig has shown,® and as Scanlon reminds
us, that the existence of the city was given a kind of indirect
recognition by the shari‘a: regulations had to be made for roads,
drainage, the burial of the dead, and so on. But otherwise, all the
emphasis was on the freedom of the individual to seck the goods of
this world and the next in his own way, and to dispose freely of
them. Both Brunschvig and Sauvaget have pointed out that this
tension between the freedom of the individual and the rights of his
neighbour, with the balance weighted in favour of the first, is
relevant to the problem of how the classical was transformed into
the medieval ‘Islamic’ city. )

The individual, in Islamic law, belongs to the umma, but he is
also enclosed within another unit, the family, the basic and
irreducible unit of social life, the possessor of property. What is in
essence a much older conception of the family was carried by the
spread of Islam to regions where it may not have existed, and was
strengthened and sanctified by the shari‘a. The right of the family
to live enclosed in its house led, as Torrés Balbas has remarked,®
to a clear separation between public and private life; private life
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turned inwards, towards the courtyard and not towards the street;
in the thoroughfares, the bazaars, and the mosques, a certain
public life went on, policed and regulated by the ruler, active and
at times rebellious, but a life where the basic units, the families,
touched externally without mingling to form a civitas.



3 Ottoman Reform and the
Politics of Notables

This paper was presented to a conference on the beginnings of
modernisation in the Middle East, held at the University of
Chicago in 1966. It was intended as a brief first statement of
certain ideas which I hoped to formulate more fully and to justify
in a longer work. I did not therefore think it necessary at the time
to provide full references for what I wrote, and now it is too late. 1
have given references only to a few works which are explicitly or
implicitly mentioned, and to one or two more recent ones in the
light of which some of my statements might need to be revised. I
acknowledge with thanks a number of useful criticisms and
suggestions made by Professors J. Berque, P.M. Holt and Stanford
J. Shaw and Dr. E.R.J. Owen.

It is a commonplace that we cut up history into periods at our
peril: the artificial frontiers made for convenience may seem to be
real, and a new generation of historians will have to spend time
removing them. Nevertheless, to think we must distinguish, and
the best we can do is to try to make divisions which reveal
something important about the process we are studying. The old
division of history in terms of states and dynasties was not without
its value; the imposition for example of Ottoman rule on the
western part of the Muslim world was an event of great
importance, however we look at it. But it is too simple and
therefore misleading to go beyond that and make a further
distinction simply in terms of the strength or weakness of Ottoman
rule; the traditional division of a period of Ottoman greatness
followed by one of Ottoman decline does not help us much to find
out what really happened. Perhaps it would be more satisfactory
to begin by making a distinction in terms of the kind of sources
which we as historians must use; this might have a significance

36
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beyond itself, both because the sources we use help to determine
the emphasis we place within the complex whole of the historical
process, and because the appearance of a new and important type
of source, or the disappearance of an old one, may reveal a change
in the social order or intellectual life.

From this point of view we may make a very rough division of
Ottoman history into four phases. In the first, we must rely mainly
on Islamic literary sources (using the term ‘literary’ in its widest
sense) and archaeological evidence. In the second, we must add to
these the Ottoman archives; they form a unique source for the
study of how a great Islamic government worked, but one which
must be used in combination with the literary sources if we wish
to study also how Ottoman society changed. In the third—
stretching roughly, we may say, from 1760 to 1860—the relative
value of types of source changes once more. The control of the
central government over Ottoman society weakens or is exercised
in a more indirect way; the archives in Istanbul keep their value
as showing what the Ottoman government thought or intended,
but that may have been very different from what actually
happened. In some provincial centres important archives exist—
Cairo and Tunis are obvious examples; but in others those kinds
of document which Professor Shaw has used to good effect! may
not have survived. In most great cities we can probably find
documents kept in the gadi’s court, but once the reforms began the
gadi lost his central position in the provincial administration, and
the documents we most want to see may not have been registered
in his court. Once new courts were established to administer new
legal codes, however, their records were systematically kept and
can be used to throw light on the effects of the reforms upon
Ottoman society.

In this third period the European sources come to have the
importance which an earlier generation of historians thought they
had for the second. We refer not so much to the travellers; their
books are usually to be treated with suspicion unless like Russell
they spent a long period in the place they are describing, and in
the nineteenth century they are perhaps even less reliable than for
earlier times, because the coming of the steamship made it possible
to travel rapidly and superficially, the power and wealth of Europe
cut the traveller off from the people among whom he moved semi-
regally, and romanticism cast the shadow of the observer’s own
temperament across what he was supposed to be observing. We
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refer rather to the reports of European diplomats and consuls, and
also of Europeans in the Ottoman or Egyptian service. In this
period they contain evidence of more direct importance than before
for both political and economic history (although rarely for the
history of thought). Even a serious and well-informed ambassador,
in the seventeenth century, found it difficult to know what was
really going on in the saray. But by the early nineteenth the
ambassadors and consuls of the major powers were not just
repeating information picked up haphazardly and from a distance.
The growing weight of European interests in the Middle East
made it necessary for the governments of Europe to be fully and
precisely informed, while the desire of the Ottoman government
(and the dependent governments in Egypt and Tunisia) to
maintain their independence and reform their methods obliged
them and their local governors to take the representatives of the
European states at least partly into their confidence.

The process of change which took place in this period was one
which, by and large, the population of the empire and its
dependent states—even the educated part of it—did not under-
stand. It was change imposed from above, not yet accepted by most
elements in the population, affecting the system of law and
administration but not as yet the organisation of society. For this
reason the indigenous ‘literary’ sources change in nature and value.
The Muslim tradition of chronicles, biographies and descriptions
continues for a time: apart from al-Jabarti, we may point in a
later generation to Ibn Abi Diya’f in Tunis, al-Bitar in Damascus,
Sulayman Fa’iq in Baghdad, ‘Ali Mubarak in Cairo, and the
official historiographers in Istanbul. But those who write within
the religious tradition now have a different relationship with
authority. The faith in the continued existence of a strong,
autonomous and God-preserved Islamic umma has been shaken,
and the impulse to record the names and virtues of those who have
preserved and transmitted the heritage of Islam through history
grows weaker; the men of the old culture, looking on their rulers
as alien in ways of thought, no longer find it possible or desirable
to record their acts. On the other hand, a new school of Christian
writers arises in Syria and Lebanon, the product of a new
education which has taught them both better Arabic and the
languages and ways of thought of Europe. But they too are far
from the sources of power, and (except in regard to the princely
government in Lebanon itself) possess neither the knowledge nor
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the self-identification with power which is necessary for the
political historian.

In the fourth period, which begins roughly in 1860, the
importance of this last factor changes and the historian can use a
new combination of sources. The importance of the diplomatic and
consular records continues; that of the Ottoman and Egyptian
documents increases, as the governments impose a more direct and
pervasive control over society, and thus require and are able to
obtain fuller and more accurate information. But what distin-
guishes this fourth from the third period is that the changes which
had been imposed from above are now increasingly understood
and accepted. There is a new self-awareness and, linked to it, a
new and more active interest in the political process, a new concern
to take part in the movement of change and determine its direction.
We are entering the modern age of the continuously and con-
sciously self-changing society, and once more the indigenous
literary sources become important: not so much works of history
(although modern history-writing begins with Muhammad
Bayram and Cevdet Pasha) as the play, the novel and most of all
the press-article aiming to inform, advise, criticize or arouse
feeling, written not by the ‘alim responsible to an existing order
regarded as of eternal value, but by the politician concerned with
power or the intellectual acknowledging no sovereign except his
own vision of what should or what must be.

II

We are here concerned with ‘the beginnings of modernisation’;
that is to say, with the third of our four periods. What kinds of
source are important for this period we have already said, and in
regard to each of them we can ask a further question: what can we
expect it to tell us? Each of them can of course be used for one
purpose at least, to throw light on the opinions or assumptions of
those who wrote it; but can it be used beyond that, and for what?

There is no need to answer this question in detail here. Some of
the main lines of an answer are clear. The archives of governments,
in a region and age where outside the large cities custom was still
king, tell us what rulers or officials wanted to happen but not
always what really happened. To take an obvious example, that of
land-tenure: as Professor Lambton has shown,? the relationship
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which existed between landlord and peasant was never in exact
conformity with the theory of ownership laid down by law,
whether shari‘a or modern statute. Again, diplomatic and consular
reports must be treated with caution because those who wrote
them were themselves actors in the political process, and wrote
their reports not simply as a historical record of events but, often,
to justify themselves to their government or persuade it to adopt a
certain line of action; moreover, ambassadors and consuls tended
to be drawn into the struggles of parties in central or local
government, and so reflect (sometimes more than they knew) the
views of the party which looked to them for help and to which
therefore they had access.

One limitation is common to most of our sources, and it is this
which concerns us here. The voice of an important part of the
population is scarcely heard in them, or heard only in a muted,
indirect and even distorted form: that of the Muslim town-dwellers
and their traditional and ‘natural’ leaders, the urban notables. For
example, from all our vast documentation about the events of 1860
in Syria and Lebanon, we can discover with some precision and
from within the attitudes and reaction of Maronites, Druzes,
Turks, and European governments, but we have scarcely an
authentic record of the attitude of the Muslim population and its
leaders, except for a short work by al-Hasibi and some passages in
al-Bitar’s collection of biographies. Again, from our still vaster
material about Muhammad °‘Ali, we can trace in detail the
development of each aspect of his policy, and the growth of a new
ruling caste, but we cannot easily discover how the Muslim urban
population and its leaders reacted to it. Some reaction there must
have been, and we come on traces of it in the later pages of al-
Jabarti or when ‘Umar Makram is sent into exile. But it is not
easy to build anything from these hints, and our usual picture of
Egypt in the nineteenth century is an odd one: at one end, a
gradual increase in the political activity of the urban population,
going on throughout the eighteenth century and reaching its height
in the period between the first revolt against French rule and the
movement which carried Muhammad ‘Ali to power; much later,
in the 1870s, a sudden upsurge; and in between virtually nothing,
a political vacuum.

This is an important gap in our knowledge, for the urban politics
of the Ottoman provinces (at least of the Muslim provinces) cannot
be understood unless we see them in terms of a ‘politics of notables’
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or, to use Max Weber’s phrase, a ‘patriciate’. There are many
examples in history of ‘patrician’ politics. They differ from one
place and time to another, but perhaps have certain things in
common. This type of politics seems to arise when certain conditions
exist: first, when society is ordered according to relations of personal
dependence—the artisan in the city producing mainly for patrician
patrons, and the peasant in the countryside, whether nominally free
or not, also producing mainly for a landowner, either because he
cannot otherwise finance himself or because the landowner holds
the key to the urban market; secondly, when society is dominated
by urban notables, by great families which (like those of medieval
Italy but unlike medieval England and France) reside mainly in the
city, draw their main strength from there, and because of their
position in the city are able to dominate also a rural hinterland,;
and, thirdly, when these notables have some freedom of political
action. This freedom may be of either of two kinds. The city may
be self-governing, and the notables its rulers, a ‘patriciate’ in Max
Weber’s full sense; or else the city may be subject to a monarchical
power, but one on which the urban population wishes and is able
to impose limits or exercise influence.

It is this second kind of situation which we find in Muslim
history. Very rare exceptions apart, what exists is not the republic
ruled by patricians, but monarchy, rooted in one or more cities
and ruling their hinterland in cooperation with, and in the interests
of, their dominant classes. In such circumstances we find certain
typical modes of political action. The political influence of the
notables rests on two factors: on the one hand, they must possess
‘access’ to authority, and so be able to advise, to warn, and in
general to speak for society or some part of it at the ruler’s court;
on the other, they must have some social power of their own,
whatever its form and origin, which is not dependent on the ruler
and gives them a position of accepted and ‘natural’ leadership.
Around the central core of this independent power they can, if
they are skilful, create a coalition of forces both urban and rural.
But this process does not necessarily end in one notable or one
party of notables drawing all the forces of society into its coalition.
In such political systems there is a tendency towards the formation
of two or more coalitions roughly balancing one another, and for
this several reasons may be given: leadership of this kind is not an
institution, and there will always be those who challenge it; since
the leader has to combine so many interests, and to balance them
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against the interests of the ruler, he is bound to disappoint some
groups, who therefore tend to leave his coalition for another; and
it is in the interest of the ruler to create and maintain rivalries
among his powerful subjects, as otherwise he may find the whole
of society drawn up against him.

The two aspects of the notable’s power are of course closely
connected with each other. It is because he has access to authority
that he can act as leader, and it is because he has a separate power
of his own in society that authority needs him and must give him
access. But for this reason, his modes of action must in normal
circumstances be cautious and even ambiguous. At moments of
crisis direct action may be possible and even be needed. The
notables lead a revolution against the ruler, or themselves become
rulers during an interregnum; when one dynasty is displaced by
another, it is the notables who act as caretakers and surrender the
city to its new master. But at other times they must act with care
so as not to lose touch with either pole of their power. They must
not appear to the city to be simply the instruments of authority;
but also they must not appear to be the enemies of authority, and
so risk being deprived of their access, or, through the full exercise
of the ruler’s power, of the very basis of their position in society.
Thus in general their actions must be circumspect: the use of
influence in private; the cautious expression of discontent, by
absenting themselves from the ruler’s presence; the discreet encour-
agement of opposition—but not up to the point where it may call
down the fatal blow of the ruler’s anger.

11

Ottoman Istanbul was above all a centre of government, com-
parable, as a Muslim city, not so much to those great organic
growths which held the deposit of many ages of Islamic history,
but rather to the imperial foundations by which new dynasties
marked their greatness. The greatest strength of the government
was naturally concentrated in its capital, and there was almost no
local countervailing power independent of it. Istanbul had not
existed as a Muslim city before the conquest, and the conquerors
found there no ancient Islamic society with its inner structure
already full grown and having its ‘natural’ leaders in ancient
families with an inherited social prestige. Trade was largely in the
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hands of foreigners or members of religious minorities, who as
such were not able to exercise leadership or obtain power (except
for such derived influence as the Phanariot Greeks had for a time);
and the obvious need to keep the capital supplied with food made
it necessary for the government to prevent that growth of urban
domination over the rural hinterland which in other places made
it possible for city notables to control the economic exchanges
between countryside and town.

Moreover, the class which, in other cities, provided the spokesmen
for popular grievances and demands—the ‘ulama—was here very
much of an official class, owing its influence to the holding of high
religious office in the government, and therefore nearer to the ruler
than to the subject; in course of time too it tended to be dominated
by privileged families passing on wealth and the tradition of state
service from one generation to another. It is true that, at least in the
later Ottoman period, the Janissary organisation gave the members
of the regiments a means of expressing their discontent. But while
they could disturb the government they could not themselves control
it, and they were themselves indeed the instruments of political
forces inside the government. The politics of Istanbul were not the
‘politics of notables’ as we have defined them but something
different, court or bureaucratic politics. The political ‘leaders’, those
who formed and led combinations and struggled for power, were
themselves servants of the ruler and derived the core of their power
from that, not from their independent position in society. But, as
Professor Itzkowitz has shown,® the path to power and leadership
within the government changed from one Ottoman age to another:
in the sixteenth century, it had led through the schools and service
of the palace, but by the eighteenth it was more common for civil
servants to rise to the top.

In the provincial centres, however, Ottoman power took a
different form. Here the distinction of askar and ra‘aya could have
many undertones, ethnic, religious and other. Ottoman governors
and officials came from far off, spoke often a different language,
did not usually stay long enough to strike roots; the standing forces
they could rely on were normally not sufficient to allow them to
impose their authority unaided. To rule at all they had to rely on
local intermediaries, and these they found already existing. At least
in Asia and Africa, the lands the Ottomans conquered were lands
of ancient Islamic culture, with a long tradition of urban life and
separate political existence; both by necessity and because of a
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certain view of government, the Ottomans when they came tried
not to crush and absorb but to preserve or even revive good local
customs. In such conditions, when authority can only maintain
itself with local help, a ‘politics of notables’ can grow up.

But who were the ‘notables’? The concept of a ‘notable’, as we
shall use it, is a political and not a sociological one. We mean by
it those who can play a certain political role as intermediaries
between government and people, and—within certain limits—as
leaders of the urban population. But in different circumstances it
is different groups which can play this role, groups with different
kinds of social power. In the Arab provinces there were three such
groups. First there were the traditional spokesmen of the Islamic
city, the ‘ulama, whose power was derived from their religious
position. They were necessary to the Ottoman government because
they alone could confer legitimacy on its acts. But while in
Istanbul they were an official group, in the provinces they were
local groups: apart from the gadi, the others—muftis, naibs,
na’tbs—were drawn from local families. Their positions alone
would have given them influence, but they derived it also from
other sources: from the inherited reputation of certain religious
families, going back many centuries perhaps to some saint whose
tomb lay at the heart of the city; from the fact that, in spite of this,
the corps of ‘ulama lay open to all Muslims; from the connection
of the local ‘ulama with the whole religious order and thus with
the palace and the imperial divan; and from their wealth, built up
through the custody of wagfs or the traditional connection with the
commercial bourgeoisie, and relatively safe from the danger of
confiscation because of their religious position.

Secondly, there were the leaders of the local garrisons. They too
were necessary to the government because they had immediate
control of armed force, but they also had a certain independence of
action. They could rely to some extent on the esprit de corps which
an armed and disciplined body of men develops; and the leaders of
the Janissaries in particular controlled the local citadels under
direct orders from Istanbul and were not responsible to the local
governor. In some places also the Janissaries in course of time
took roots in the city: they enlisted local auxiliary troops;
membership of a regiment became hereditary; particular regiments
indeed became closely identified with particular quarters of the
city. Thus they served not only as military bodies but as
organisations for defence or political action.
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Thirdly, there were those whom we might call ‘secular notables’
(a‘yan, agas, amirs): that is to say, individuals or families whose
power might be rooted in some political or military tradition, the
memory of some ancestor or predecessor; or in the ‘asabiyya of a
family or of some other group which could serve as its equivalent;
or in the control of agricultural production through possession of
malikanes or supervision of wagfs. (This last factor was of
particular importance, not so much because it gave them wealth as
because it enabled them to control the grain-supply of the city, and
thus indirectly to affect public order and put pressure on the
government.)

From whichever of these three groups the local leadership arises,
we find it acting politically in much the same way. On the one
hand, its leaders or their representatives are members of the
governor’s divan, and thus have formal access to him. On the
other, around the core of their own independent power they build
up a coalition, combining other notable families, ‘ulama, leaders of
armed forces, and also the organisations which embody the active
force of the population at large: some of the groups of craftsmen
(in particular that of the butchers), the Janissaries in places where
they have become a popular group, shaykhs of the more turbulent
quarters, and those unofficial mobilisers of opinion and organisers
of popular action who, under one name or another, go back into
the distant past of the Islamic city. The combination may even
spread beyond the city and its immediate hinterland and include
Beduin chieftains or lords of the mountains. But it is a precarious
combination: forces attracted into the orbit of one notable can be
drawn away into that of another, or can themselves become
independent agents, or can be won back to direct dependence on
the government.

This much was true of all the provincial centres, but there were
great differences between the provinces in regard to which group
of the three took the lead, and how far it could go vis a vis the
Ottoman government along a spectrum stretching as far as
complete and permanent seizure of power. At one extreme, in the
North African provinces, distance from Istanbul and the loss by
the Ottoman navy of control of the central Mediterranean made it
possible for certain local forces to take over the government, to
rule in the name of the sultan and with his investiture, and to
hand on their rule to their chosen successors.

In Cairo however the balance was more even. True, the local
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Ottoman power was comparatively weak once the first phase was
over, and was unable to maintain a large enough standing army to
impose its authority. Nevertheless, Egypt was too important from
many points of view for the Ottomans to let it go. Ottoman sea
power still counted for something in the eastern Mediterranean,
and so did the prestige of the sultan as defender of Sunni Islam
and protector of the Holy Places; it was still possible for the
Ottoman government to assert its authority, either by a direct act
of force or by balancing local groups against each other. But the
Ottoman administration in Egypt never rested, as it did in Anatolia
and the Balkans, on a social basis of Turkish military landholders.
It was thus possible for local leaders to rise, and hope to strengthen
and consolidate their position by seizing hold of the land and the
land tax. The nature and development of this local leadership has
been made clearer by the recent writings of Professors Ayalon,
Holt and Shaw.* It did not come either from the religious class or
from the leaders of the military corps. It is true, the religious
leaders (not so much the teachers of the Azhar as the heads of
families which possessed a hereditary leadership of important
turug) had certain weapons in their hands: a connection with the
Muslim merchants who engaged in the Nile and Red Sea trade,
control of wagfs, a close link with the population of the small
towns and the countryside, and of course the prestige of religious
ancestry and learning. But the long experience of military rule,
and the whole tradition of the Sunni ‘ulama, had taught them to
play a discreet and secondary role, and taught the people to look
elsewhere for political leadership. The leaders of the ‘seven
regiments’ also had certain obvious advantages; but it may be that,
once the military corps began to be drawn into Egyptian society
and military discipline to relax, the solidarity of the regiments was
not enough to provide that ‘asabiyya which was necessary for one
who wished to seize and hold power. In the absence of local
families with a tradition of leadership, the only groups which
could provide the needed @sabiyya were the ‘Mamluk’ households:
these were not military corps but élites created by men possessing
political or military power, composed of freedmen trained in the
service of the current heads of the household, and held together by
a solidarity which would last a lifetime. The training and tradition
of the household produced individuals who knew how to gather
around them religious leaders, the commanders of the regiments,
popular guilds, and behind them one or other of the loose rural
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alliances Nisf Haram and Nisf Sa‘d, and then, with this combina-
tion, to secure real power—to obtain for themselves and their
followers from the governor the rank of bey and therefore access to
the great offices to which beys were appointed, and to seize control
of the tax farms. But the combination was fragile: one household
might be destroyed by others, as the Qasimiyya were destroyed by
an alliance of the Faqariyya and Qazdughliyya; but in its turn the
new dominant party might split, as did the Faqariyya and
Qazdughliyya, or might have to face new rivals; and the Ottoman
governors, as well perhaps as other local forces, could use their
rivalries to weaken them all. _

In the Arab provinces to the east of Egypt also here existed
‘notables’, but in different forms. In two provincial centres, Sayda
(later Acre) and Baghdad, we find the same phenomenon of the
Mamluk household as in Egypt. In both of them, however, we
find a single Mamluk household, which has a tendency to split but
still keeps its solidarity. In each of them, the household has been
formed by a strong governor, and after his death secures the
governorship for itself and keeps it until the 1830s. Why was it
that the Ottoman government accepted this formal monopoly of
power by a household? Various reasons may be suggested. First,
both Baghdad and Acre were ‘frontier’ posts. Baghdad lay on the
disturbed frontier with Persia, and with a potentially disloyal Shi‘i
population all around, and Acre lay near the frontier of almost
independent Egypt and open to the Mediterranean, and also at the
foot of the hill country of northern Palestine and southern
Lebanon, whose inhabitants had in the past shown more than
velleities of independence and a willingness to ally themselves with
outside forces; in the 1770s a combination of semi-autonomous
mountain rulers, Egyptian forces coming up the coastal road
through Palestine, and Greco-Russian sea forces in the eastern
Mediterranean had gravely threatened the Ottoman hold over
southern Syria. In both places (as in some other provinces of the
empire) it was therefore in the interest of the Porte to acquiesce in
the rule of a group which could maintain efficient armed forces,
collect taxes, and keep its province loyal to the sultan in the last
resort.

In both of them, again, the rural hinterland had been gradually
eaten away: in Acre-Sayda by the lords of the Palestinian and
Lebanese hills, in Baghdad by such tribal leaders as the shaykhs of
the Muntafik, who controlled the greater part of the land and
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therefore the collection of the land tax, as well as many customs
posts. There did not therefore exist the same spur to the ambitions
and rivalries of urban forces as was provided by the iltizams of
Egypt. Moreover, those urban forces were weaker than in Cairo,
and therefore there was less scope for the creation of powerful
combinations. Sayda and Acre were small towns, without great
religious families; their hinterland was largely in the possession of
Christians, Druzes and Shi‘is, and did not contain large wagfs. In
Baghdad there were great families of Sunni ‘wlama, but their
social power must have been limited by the hold of Shi‘i divines
and tribal chiefs over the countryside. In both of them, commerce
was controlled largely by foreigners or members of minorities.
Jews and Armenians in Baghdad, Orthodox or Uniate Christians
in Sayda and Acre.

Mosul again showed a different picture. It was like Acre and
Baghdad in that a local group was able to impose itself on the
Ottoman government and insist on a governor drawn from the city
itself, but unlike them in that the governor came not from a
Mamluk household but from a family, that of Jalili, and one which
as so often in Islamic history came from outside (it was probably of
Christian origin) and so was able to serve as the focal point for
many different groups. Perhaps here too we can find an explanation
for these facts in certain characteristics of the city. Mosul had a
small hinterland. The range of influence of the urban economy
scarcely stretched beyond the plains and river valley immediately
around it; beyond that lay Beduin territory and the principalities of
the Kurdish mountains. Within this small enclave, almost a city-
state, urban politics could work themselves out without much
interference. The city itself was a centre of orthodox Muslim
education, and around its mosques and schools had grown up some
families with a religious tradition and prestige, like the ‘Umaris, the
guardians of the religious orthodoxy of northern Iraq. It was also
an important centre of trade, lying on the main route from Istanbul
and Asia Minor to Baghdad and the Gulf, and being a collecting
and distributing centre for parts of Anatolia and Persia; and its
trade was largely in Muslim hands. Here once more we find the
combination of a religious group with a commercial bourgeoisie.
Moreover, it was not a military centre of the same importance as
Baghdad. The main armed forces were local ones raised by the
Jalili governors, and the Janissaries had become mainly a political
organisation of the city quarters and under the control of local
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leaders. There was therefore no military body which could counter-
balance the ascendancy of the local notables.

There remain to be considered the cities of Syria and the Hijaz:
Damascus, Aleppo, the Holy Cities and their dependencies. Here
we find the ‘politics of notables’ in their purest form. On the one
hand, Ottoman authority remained real; it had to be a reality,
because its legitimacy, in the eyes of the Muslim world, was bound
up with its control of the Holy Cities and the pilgrim routes, and
also because it was control of the Fertile Crescent which deter-
mined that Istanbul, not Cairo or Isfahan, should dominate the
heart of the Muslim world. Although this authority might appear
to be ceded to a local group, as with the ‘Azms in Damascus
throughout most of the eighteenth century, it could be taken back
either by the time-honoured method of setting one governor against
another, or by direct military methods: the imperial road to Syria
and the Hijaz lay open.

On the other hand, the power of the notables was particularly
great in these cities; and here the ‘notables’ were not a Mamluk
group but an ancient bourgeoisie with its leaders, the sharifs in the
Hijaz, the great families in Damascus, Aleppo and the smaller
Syrian towns, some of them with a religious and learned tradition
(and in Aleppo and its province claiming the title and privileges of
sharifs). This class was strong enough to absorb into itself families
of military origin around whom rival loyalties and Mamluk
households might have grown up, to restrain the power of the
local governor or at least ensure that it was exercised in its own
interest, and at times even to revolt successfully against the
governor and itself rule the city for short periods (in Aleppo
several times, in Damascus in 1830).

In both Aleppo and Damascus, this class was represented in the
governor’s divan and so had access to the governor. In Aleppo the
members of the divan included the muhassil, a local notable who
had the farm of the most important taxes; the serdar of the
Janissaries who, as we shall see, was open to influence by the
notables; the mufti, the nagib, and the principal ‘ulama; and the
a‘yan in the restricted technical sense of those notables who were
hereditary members of the divan. In Damascus the composition of
the divan was similar. But the notables not only had access to the
governor, they also were in a position to make it impossible for
him to rule without them. They controlled the sources of power in
the city, not only the wealthy and established classes but the
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populace. This control was exercised through the religious insti-
tutions, the popular quarters, and above all the Janissaries. In
both cities there was a formal distinction between kapikul, imperial
Janissaries, and yerliye, local auxiliaries or their descendents. In
Aleppo however this distinction had lost its meaning and both
alike were local groups open therefore to local influences, while in
Damascus the kapikul were imperial troops sent from Istanbul,
but the fact that they were not under the control of the local
governor, only under the distant control of their aga in Istanbul,
meant that they too were exposed to local pressures. In both cities
they had close connections with certain trades (once more here we
come upon the ubiquitous butcher) and with certain popular
quarters where immigrants from the countryside and men engaged
in the caravan trade gathered: in Aleppo the Banqusa and Bab
Nayrab quarters, in Damascus the Maydan, which a French
consul called ‘le faubourg revolutionnaire’ of the city. They and
through them the notables could make and unmake public order;
they could also control the urban tax system, since taxes were
collected through the shaykhs of quarters and crafts.

The notables derived their wealth from two sources, trade and
the land. Historians have relied so much on consular reports that
they have tended to exaggerate the importance of the trade with
Europe, with which of course the consuls were mainly concerned.
But the wealth of Damascus and Aleppo came very largely by
other routes, the pilgrimage route and those across the desert to
Baghdad, Persia and the Gulf, and at this time the first of these
was wholly and the second partly in Muslim hands. The wealthy
Muslim trader appears less in the consular records than the
Armenian or Uniate or Jew, but was perhaps more important in
this period. As for the land, the orchards of Damascus and the
rich plains around the cities were to a large extent virtually owned
by the notables, either as malikanes or as wagfs; when they were
not so owned, the notables could hope to obtain the tax farms.
Whatever form their control of the villages took, it gave them
control of the urban wheat supply, and in both cities we can see
them using this in order to create artificial scarcities, and so not
only to raise prices and gain wealth but to dominate the governor
by causing disorders which only they could quell.

In Syria as in Egypt indeed it may be that the struggles of
factions were mainly about control of the food supply and the land
tax, both for their own sake and as political instruments. It was
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for this that political combinations were formed, and because of
this that they could be formed. But simply because the prize was
so great the combinations were fragile. By the beginning of the
nineteenth century, at least in Aleppo, the notables as such seem to
have been losing their hold over the combinations they had formed,
and power to be passing to their former instruments the Janissary
chiefs. It was these who were now obtaining control of the villages
and making alliances not only with the forces of the city but with
the Beduin and Kurdish chieftains of the countryside. But their
power too was more fragile perhaps than that of the Mamluks in
Egypt, because urban and settled life in Syria was so much more
precarious: the independent power of Kurd and Beduin chiefs was
cating up the countryside.

v

It is clear that the reforms of the tanzimat period in the Ottoman
Empire and the similar reforms in Egypt (as also in Tunisia)
would, if carried to their logical conclusion, have destroyed the
independent power of the notables and the mode of political action
it made possible. The aim of the reforms was to establish a
uniform and centralised administration, linked directly with each
citizen, and working in accordance with its own rational principles
of justice, applied equally to all. But these aims, although they
could be fulfilled to some extent, could not be carried out
completely, and in Istanbul and Cairo alike the effect of the
reforms was deflected and made more complicated by such factors
as the existence of an absolute ruler who was only willing to apply
the new ideas so far as they did not threaten but instead
strengthened his own position; the gradual development of a public
consciousness among certain groups, who were no longer willing
to be ruled for their own good from above but wished to take part
in the process; and the very size and variety of the Ottoman system
of government, which worked differently in different places.

In Cairo (and also, it would seem, in Tunis)® the reforms worked
primarily in favour of the ruler. In fact, the first and main aim of
Muhammad ‘Ali was to destroy all rivals to his power. The
destruction of the Mamluk notables has been much written about,
although perhaps too much attention has been paid to the famous
lunch party, and too little to an event of more permanent


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































