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Over roughly the last decade, a significant body of literature has emerged that seeks to understand Ottoman Sunnism and Sunnitization as historical, multifarious and dynamic phenomena, rooted in wider early modern trends and carried out by a variety of actors beyond the state. Two new edited volumes, published a year apart, make significant contributions to this emerging body of literature.

Historicizing Sunni Islam in the Ottoman Empire, c. 1450-c. 1750, edited by Tijana Krstić and Derin Terzioğlu, is an outcome of their OTTOCONFESSION Project (ID 648498) supported by the European Research Council. It is a monumental effort, with over five hundred pages, consisting of fourteen chapters separated into three parts. The historical scope of the volume seeks to extend beyond the sixteenth century that has been the dominant focus of past research, backward to the medieval period and forward to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Preceded by a solid introduction by Krstić, the first and most voluminous part titled “Rethinking Sunni Orthodoxy in Dialogue with the Past and the Present” contains chapters by Helen Pfeifer, Nabil al-Tikriti, Derin Terzioğlu, Tijana Krstić, Nir Shafir and Guy Burak. In this part of the book, a clear effort to bring together the disjointed fields of Ottoman historiography and Islamic sciences such as law and theology is visible. The chapters are based on a variety of sources such as hadith collections/ijāzas, kalām writings, siyāsa sharʿiyya texts (in their responses to Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyāsa al-sharʿiyya), ʿilm-i ḥāls (catechisms), heresiographies (al-milal wa-l-niḥal texts), and prayer commentaries. They trace the Ottomans’ dynamic engagement with past Sunni traditions (in addition to present traditions, such as those of the post-Mamluk Arab lands) as well as present-day social concerns in their articulation of an Ottoman Sunni scholarly tradition. The chapters as a whole seek to understand this tradition’s uniquely Ottoman aspects while also underlining its historical plurality and continual transformation. In their focus on textual genres directed towards the common folk, the chapters also aim to go beyond a narrative of Ottoman Sunnitization as a phenomenon that took place among the Ottoman elite. 

Part 2 of the book, titled “Building a Pious Community: Spatial Dimensions of Sunnitization,” contains chapters by Çiğdem Kafescioğlu, Grigor Boykov, H. Evren Sünnetçioğlu, and Ünver Rüstem. The chapters trace the visual and spatial aspects of Ottoman Sunnitization via the transformation of the Ottoman ʿimāret into mosque, the role of Halveti dervishes in relation to abdāl-affiliated convents in Ottoman Rumelia, jurisprudential debates on attendance at the five daily congregational prayers, and the transformation of the Postclassical Sultanic Mosque. These chapters demonstrate the intricate relationship between religious discourse and spatial practices, thus enabling us to conceive of Ottoman Sunnitization as a phenomenon that extended into everyday life, often through the sustained efforts of state actors.

Part 3, titled “Sunnis, Shi‘is and Kızılbaş: The Context- and Genre-Specific Nature of Confessional Politics,” contains chapters by Ayşe Baltacıoğlu-Brammer, Vefa Erginbaş, and Selim Güngörürler. While the chapter by Erginbaş demonstrates the ahl al-baytist bent in the Ottoman scholarly tradition, and thus calls for a more plural understanding of Ottoman Sunnism, the chapters by Baltacıoğlu-Brammer and Güngörürler offer nuanced readings of the Ottoman-Safavid conflict that go beyond rigid confessional boundaries, demonstrating the role of the Kizilbash as powerful regional actors (in the former) as well as the conciliatory religious discourses of peacetime diplomacy (in the latter). They thus enable us to question the dynamic relationship between practical concerns and religious discourses, in which the former can often have prominence.

The issue of conversion, as well as comparative perspectives, are not dealt with in the volume; these are among the subjects of Krstić and Terzioğlu’s upcoming edited volume, Entangled Confessionalizations? Dialogic Perspectives on Community and Confession-Building Initiatives in the Ottoman Empire, 15th-18th Centuries (Gorgias Press, 2022). One novel methodological focus that comes out of the current volume is the examination of reception and readership through a deep engagement with the intertextuality evidenced in the texts, as well as a study of the production and dissemination of manuscripts (stressed particularly in Shafir’s chapter). It becomes clear from several chapters in the volume that the emerging subfield of the history of reading and book culture can shed light on the manifestations of Ottoman Sunnism as well.

The second edited volume examined in this review is Ottoman Sunnism: New Perspectives, edited by Vefa Erginbaş. It covers a greater historical span, from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries (with the exception of the eighteenth century). The nine chapters are organized chronologically, with an introduction by Erginbaş and a concluding chapter by John J. Curry. Two of the chapters in the work, by Rıza Yıldırım and Yasir Yılmaz respectively, seek to offer revisions to the perspectives developed by recent studies on sunnitization and confessionalization, most notably the past work of Terzioğlu and Krstić. While Yıldırım underlines that Ottoman confessionalization is a “re-confessionalization,” that is a confessionalization that began much earlier in the Islamic lands but got interrupted by the Mongol invasions, Yılmaz focuses on the differences between the confessionalization processes of the Ottoman, Russian and Habsburg empires (with a particular stress on the Kadızadeli movement). Both articles rely largely on secondary literature to offer extensive overviews on the subject.

Ayşe Baltacıoğlu-Brammer’s contribution to Ottoman Sunnism traces the term ‘Kızılbaş’ in the Ottoman sources between the 1480s and 1650s, underlining the term’s different use from Safavid sources, frequent ambiguity, as well as its evolution depending on the political context. In line with his growing body of work on the subject, Erginbaş’s chapter examines the ahl al-baytist/Alid aspect of Ottoman Sunnism through a close examination of Mustafa Darir’s fourteenth century work, the Sīretü’n-Nebī, and its sponsorship by Murad III at the end of the sixteenth century.

In her chapter, F. Betül Yavuz examines the transformation of the Melāmī order in the seventeenth century, whereby the order became urbanized and acceptable to the Sunni tradition, through a close reading of the written corpus of Sarı Abdullah. The two chapters on the nineteenth century, by Benjamin Weineck and Necati Alkan respectively, focus on Harputlu İshak Efendi’s polemical treatise (Kāşifü’l-esrār) against the Bektashi order and the Ottoman policy of taṣḥīḥ-i iʿtiḳād (correction of beliefs). They thus offer a view of late Ottoman Sunnism that brings to the forefront the dynamic relationship between the political context, scholarly discourse, and state policies.

John J. Curry’s concluding chapter presents a unified vision for the volume and offers summaries and further avenues of thought on each of the chapters. It ends with a particularly insightful discussion on the balance between pragmatism and religious sentiment rooted in tradition, a balance that requires constant navigation not only for the historical actor but also for the modern historiographer.

Several points of convergence are visible between the two volumes, in their efforts to understand Ottoman Sunnism and Sunnitization as diverse, context-based, continuously evolving phenomena. A major theme that connects the two volumes is the understanding of sectarian difference and heresy. The chapters in Part 3 of Historicizing Sunni Islam, as well as Nir Shafir’s chapter in Part 1, coalesce with the chapters by Baltacıoğlu-Brammer, Erginbaş, Weineck and Alkan in Ottoman Sunnism, to demonstrate sectarian difference as a multifarious discursive field of its own, open to moments of fluidity and accommodation as well as consolidation and persecution.

While Ottoman Sunnism balances a useful overview of the topic with a number of insightful explorations, Historicizing Sunni Islam displays broader horizons in terms of its rich engagement with past Islamic traditions, inclusion of a wide array of novel sources, and multidisciplinary approach. Both volumes deliver on their aim of bringing together nuanced narratives of Ottoman Sunnism and Sunnitization that break with an understanding of Ottoman religiosity as a monolith.

The theoretical perspective set out by Krstić in her introduction to Historicizing Sunni Islam, which sets the tone for the volume itself, can also serve to identify the commonalities in the two volumes’ perspectives. In both volumes, a particular balance is struck between the individual and collective, as well as local and imperial contexts of Ottoman religiosity, demonstrating a dynamic and continuous interplay between these different facets of social life. Both volumes make clear that, as Krstić puts it in her introduction, “an ‘age of polarization’ did not simply replace the ‘age of confessional ambiguity’, but rather that the discourses of confessional polarization and resistance to it coexisted, much like in the Ilkhanid period, but in a changed institutional and political environment that gave this dialectic a different social expression” (p. 11). A major marker of this new social expression was the rapprochement between the Ottoman dynasty and jurists, examined previously by other scholars in regards to developments such as the institutionalization of the learned hierarchy, the state promotion of the Hanafi school of law, the merging of Sultanic law and religious law, and the regulating role of the fatwa. In this regard, the volumes follow the textual (and spatial) traces of this transformation within a much wider generic corpus.

One aspect of this corpus that is absent from both volumes is literary works, that is poetry and works of fiction, the inclusion of which would not only have brought more attention to Sufi discourses (underrepresented with the exception of Yavuz’s chapter in Ottoman Sunnism), but would also have created a meaningful avenue for extending beyond scholarly discourses into the different strata of society. Indeed, even though textual production, state policies and construction projects directed towards the common folk are invaluable in helping us understand Ottoman Sunnism in its every-day manifestations, these discursive fields can nonetheless be significantly different from the non-scholarly discourses of their recipients. Krstić herself addresses such a problematic in her introduction, in her discussion of our lack of knowledge on rural populations. Perhaps one of the goals of future research can be the formation of possible new methodologies for extending beyond the scholarly, urban, male, and literate context.
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