tity? Chapter nineteen suggests that even Ot-
tomans did not know what constituted Otto-
man identity, at least when it comes to defin-
ing their place and contributions in science.
Actually, while reading all these chapters, the
prevailing impression is that the Ottoman
identity (if there was such a thing) was prone
to constant shifting and negotiation. Namely,
many personalities in this book were firstly
Ottomans because it suited their personal in-
terests (the case of the Sufi leader illustrates
this point well), secondly they did not think
about themselves in these terms at all (the
Genoese in Galata or fleeing Christian widow
for example), or thirdly their Ottoman iden-
tity meant mostly awareness of pertaining to
(usually) state elite (Mahmut-pasha Ange-
lovic or Chief Eunuchs for instance).

Therefore the book does not offer a definitive
answer on the Ottoman identity but simply
discusses important identity issues that are
left open. This was the first goal of the book
so the reader who wants to receive more spe-
cific answers will be left disappointed. How-
ever, by analyzing Ottoman periodical history
and offering colorful biographies of Ottoman
subjects of various backgrounds and posi-
tions (some were part of imperial and some
of popular milieu) we can indeed take a look
into the glittering everyday life of the Otto-
mans. This, after all, was the ultimate goal of
the book -to give a glimpse of but not defi-
nition of Ottoman identity. I suppose that is
why the book at the end does not offer con-
clusions but rather questions to consider. All
in all, many questions but no answers.
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Late Ottoman intellectual history,
especially the nineteenth century,
was seen by Bernard Lewis (in his
The Emergence of Modern Turkey,
1961) and Niyazi Berkes (in his Ar-
istotelian teleological work The De-
velopment of Secularism in Modern
Turkey, 1964) as a “natural evolu-
tion” towards a “new” Republican
Turkey leading up to the modernization/sec-
ularization of the country. Accordingly, polit-
ical scientists and Orientalists in Europe and
North America have commonly presented a
history of Islamism outside of Ottoman expe-
rience, starting with the founder of the Mus-

lim Brotherhood Hasan al-Banna of
Egypt (d. 1949) in the early twen-
tieth century, and respectively, Is-
lamic modernism beginning in
Egypt with Muhammad Abduh (d.
1905) during the nineteenth centu-
ry. European and North American
academics, including Brian Silver-
stein, Amit Bein, and Susan Gunasti
among others, have only very recently turned
their attention to the late Ottoman ulerma and
Islamist intellectuals, mainly in the wake of
AK Party’s success in the post-Kemalist/secu-
lar Turkey. However, up until now, there was
no reliable comprehensive work on late nine-
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teenth century Ottoman/Turkish Islamist
thought in English. It is in this context that
Ahmet Seyhun’s work Islamist Thinkers in the
Late Ottoman Empire and Early Turkish Re-
public proves to be a significant contribution
to a vital but long-neglected chapter in the
history of Islamism.

The book presents English translations of
thirteen important Islamist thinkers’ key
texts, from Said Halim Pasa to the famous
Quran commentator Elmalili Hamdi (Yazir)
including the most prominent figures since
the late nineteenth century, such as Mustafa
Sabri, Said Nursi, Babanzdde Ahmed Naim,
Sehbenderzade Ahmed Hilmi, Seyhiilislam
Musa Kazim, Iskilipli Mehmed Atif, Mehmed
Akif Ersoy, Izmirli [smail Hakki, Mehmed Ali
Ayni, Mehmed Seyyid Celebizade and Mehm-
ed Semseddin Giinaltay. Seyhun’s work serves
as an English reader on Ottoman Islamist
thought, although it does not cover the same
period as Ismail Kara’s three-volume work in
Turkish Tiirkiyede Islamcilik Diisiincesi pub-
lished in 1986. Seyhun first provides a his-
torical introduction to better situate the Is-
lamist thinkers in the Ottoman and broader
Islamic intellectual contexts. In his introduc-
tory chapter, Seyhun argues that both Islamic
modernism and Islamism, known today as
“political Islam,” were born in the Ottoman
Empire, beginning with the Young Ottoman
thinkers in the nineteenth century.

Seyhun sees these Young Ottoman think-
ers, unlike their revivalist Salafi or hardcore
Westernist precursors (e.g., Wahhabi move-
ment and Abdullah Cevdet), as complement-
ing European, especially French, socio-po-
litical humanist ideals within the context of
their own indigenous Islamic discourse. The
most important of these nineteenth century
Young Ottoman thinkers, the author main-
tains, were Namik Kemal (1840-1888), Ziya

Paga (1825-1880), and Ali Suavi (1839-1878).
Namik Kemal, who became a large influ-
ence for the Islamists of the Second Consti-
tutional Period (mesrutiyet) between 1908
and 1920, was an advocate of liberal political
principles. Seyhun presents in detail Kemal’s
argument which maintains that the Otto-
man Empire could only recover from its de-
cline through a constitutional regime, as the
Tanzimat reforms were not sufficient for the
constitutional state (hiikiimet-i mesriita). Ke-
mal’s explanation of the hiikiimet-i mesriita
through two famous Quranic verses (3:153
and 42:38) was to legitimize the constitution-
al government in the nineteenth century: wa
shawirhum fi’l-amr (and seek their counsel in
all affairs) and wa amruhum shura baynahum
(whose affairs are settled by mutual consul-
tation). Seyhun claims that Islamic modern-
ism for Kemal, therefore, was a “sacred idea
resulting from combination of various noble
concepts and principles such as the people,
liberty, brotherhood, sovereignty, respect
for one’s ancestors, love of family and child-
hood memories” (p. 6). Although Kemal had
strong ties to his Islamic heritage and Otto-
man/Turkish national identity, he was not
exclusive of non-Muslims, promoting ethnic
plurality within the Ottoman Empire. Kemal
did not understand Islam to be the only glue
which held together the Ottoman nation and
was arguably the first Muslim in modern Is-
lamic history to advocate a parliamentary
regime in 1860s. For Seyhun, this is where
Islamic modernism and Islamism start their
histories by responding to Kemal’s provoca-
tive question: Should Islam and Qur’an be the
only or the most dominant glue underpin-
ning the Ottoman state?

To answer this question, Seyhun examines
Ziya Pasa and Ali Suavi’s responses. The more
conservative Ziya Paga took caution in his
approach to the concept of liberty. While he
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advocated a constitutional government, Ziya
Pasa defended the imperial prerogatives of
the Sultan. He understood the decline of the
Empire to be a result of limiting the sultan’s
power over state affairs. Ali Suavi, who was
even more conventional than Ziya Pasa, was
an advocate of the sovereignty of God. For
Suavi, the popular sovereignty that Kemal
promoted was a ridiculous idea, arguing that
no civilization could possibly replace the
sovereignty of God with the persona of the
Sultan. These thinkers found residence with
the Sultan Abdiilhamid II who overthrew
Sultan Abdiilaziz in 1876 to establish a con-
stitutional regime. The Sultans controversial
pan-Islamic policy, which aimed to unify
Ottoman-Muslims and to restore stability to
the Empire, was never fully realized. The re-
establishment of the first Constitution of 1876
in 1908 resulted in further political conflicts
within Ottoman society. Protests rose mainly
among Islamist (pro-Hamidian, anti-consti-
tutionalist groups) which concerned the anti-
Hamidian movement, the Young Turks, caus-
ing the government to arrest the organizers of
the demonstrations.

Seyhun sees the emergence of political Is-
lamism as a response to the collapse of the so-
called “Hamidian autocracy” and the declara-
tion of the constitution on July 23, 1908. The
book places the Ottoman Islamist intellectuals
of the late nineteenth century into two com-
peting groups; first, conservative-tradition-
alists; and second, modernists. These groups
consolidated during this time and spread their
viewpoints through different strains of jour-
nals, newspapers and pamphlets. The Islamist

thinkers of the Second Constitutional Period
believed that their rulers were very wrong in
their belief that the adoption of the European
laws and institutions would stop the decline
of the Ottoman Empire and ensure its welfare
and progress. Because of the social and cul-
tural distances of these institutions, Seyhun
argues, Islamists believed that the adoption
of Western standards would not benefit but
instead harm the Ottoman state. These ideas
were first voiced by Young Ottoman think-
ers Namik Kemal, Ziya Pasa and Ali Suavi in
their critique of the Tanzimat reforms. Like
their predecessors, the Islamists of the second
Constitutional Period sought to return to the
pristine principles of Islam to cure the ills the
Ottoman Empire faced in the twentieth cen-
tury. For them, Islam was a religion that con-
tained within it the guiding principles for an
ideal society; they understood that the pre-
cepts of the Qurian were rational and it had
to be interpreted according to the demands of
modernity. Islam was a revolutionary religion
in that it advocated a society where everyone
was equal under the law and fought against
the economic class struggle.

The ideas these Ottoman intellectuals yielded
constituted the blueprint for the social/reli-
gious movements, parties and Islamist figures
that have remained important political play-
ers in the post-colonial Muslim societies. The
writings of these Islamist intellectuals, which
are covered in detail throughout the chapters
of Seyhun’s book, are not only essential for
students studying Turkey but also for schol-
ars studying the origins of political Islam in
modern Middle East.
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