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3 Hagiography, court records, and
early modern Sufi brotherhoods

Shaykh Khalid and social movement theory

Sean Foley

No study of pre-industrial Arab society and the changes it underwent . . . may b?
i i i i ia’s] ri -court registers.
d te, or in fact possible, without consulting [Syria’s] rich law-cour '
e : (Abdul-Karim Rafeq)

The tariga is a religious institution or an institution that translates the needs— ar\sd
ideals of a social organization or movement. We are also able to see the ,larzqq s
beliefs as being in line with social needs and aims since the tariga translated its
needs into a social system which differed geographically by urban, rural and

ic milieu.? ]
nomadic milieu Eadle

Six years ago, as I began my work on the life of the Kurdish Muslirfl leader,
Shaykh Khalid (1189-1242/1776—1827) and his Sufi order (qr tariga), the
Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya, I faced two significant methodological problems.
The first of these was the fact that although Khalid frequently asserted the
continuity of his doctrines and his loyalty to previous ﬁgures in ﬂ.le Muslim
tradition, he presented his ideas differently to different audiences. This strat'egy,
in turn, forced him to define his ideas in one context in a manner that undqmmed
or contradicted both his own teachings in other contexts and/or the teachings of
the men whose ideas he claimed to uphold. The second is that court. fecords and
government documents in Damascus and elsewhere indicate that f:rltlcal aspects
of both his career and the careers of his followers were omitted from the
hagiographies and letters that constitute the chief sources that both contemporary
and modern historians used to understand Khalid’s life. .

Ultimately, I concluded that I would have to find a methodologma% approach
that provided the flexibility to evaluate a man whose ideas reflected his constant
interaction with a plethora of cultural contexts and that could account for the
limitations of the sources we use to understand that life. I found such an approac.h
in social movement theory: an interdisciplinary field of study that see'ks to expla.m
why social mobilization occurs, the forms under which i.t r'namfest.s 1t§elf, and its
consequences. This approach has the advantage of.combAlnmg two insights on the
relationship between Sufi groups and their societies. First, the Naqshbandlyya-
Khalidiyya unified disparate communities behind an agenda of reform in a manner
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analogous to contemporary social movements in Europe and North America. This
similarity should come as no surprise, given the observation of Halil Inalcik that
introduces this chapter. Second, Quintan Wiktorowicz’s anthology on Muslim
activism has shown the value of social movement theory for understanding such
movements in Muslim societies.> At the same time—and this is the second
insight—I intersected the analysis provided by social movement theory to the
results of my research in court records and government documents by following
the wisdom of the Syrian historian Abdul-Karim Rafeq, whose argument on the
necessity of law-court registers as historical sources marks the other touchstone
that introduces this study.

Using the case of Shaykh Khalid and his tariga, the Nagshbandiyya-Khilidiyya,
this study will illuminate how the work of social movement scholars and Middle
Eastern socioeconomic historians can provide a new way to approach the study of
early modern Sufi brotherhoods. Instead of just asking what Shaykh Khalid’s
ideas were and how they compared to those of other Muslim leaders, this approach
discusses how he devised and articulated his teaching. By utilizing court records,
government records, and socioeconomic sources, this approach also provides
insights into aspects of Khalid’s family, his thinking, the politics he had to
negotiate, and financial matters that affected him which are not apparent from
either his public persona or the writings of his family or followers about him.
Sustained historiographical inquiry into these hagiographies and collected
correspondence produced during the years after his death suggests that Khalid’s
family and followers were often rewarded with prominent positions and funds by
Ottoman officials when they produced these writings.> Moreover, the tangible
gaps in the official histories of Khalid’s life—including the possibility that he may
have perished on a doomed Ottoman-administered Hajj caravan—suggest that his
family and followers may have promoted a sanitized version of his life story to
win official favor. In sum, social movement theory, when paired with socioeconomic
records, provides a viable theoretical structure to explain the conditions that made
it possible for Shaykh Khalid and other Muslim leaders to win followers, gain
political influence, and form successful Sufi orders, both before and after the onset
of the modern period.

Shaykh Khalid and his career

Shaykh Khalid was born in 1189/1776 in a small village in the Ottoman—Iranian
frontier district of Shahriziir, in what is today northeast Iraq. His earliest teacher
was his father, who, according to Damascene court records, was a descendant of
the Prophet Muhammad and a member of the Nagshbandiyya order. Khalid
began his carcer in 1225/1810, when he is said to have journeyed to India and
joined the Nagshbandiyya fariga. A year later, Khalid returned home where he
founded a suborder of the Nagshbandiyya that bore his name: the Nagshbandiyya-
Khalidiyya. In the following years, he dispaiched hundreds of deputies to various
regions in the Middle East, the Caucasus, and South and Central Asia. But clashes
with religious and political leaders and Ottoman—Qajar warfare prevented him
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from settling anywhere permanently until he arrived in Damascus in 1238/1823.
He died four years later, reportedly the victim of bubonic plague.

By the time of his death, Shaykh Khalid’s cultural and religious authority was
sufficiently pervasive to merit the respect of senior government officials and
politicians. Moreover, the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya had also grown into a
socio-religious network with thousands of Sunni Muslim adherents in Anatolia,
the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula, Iraq, and Kurdish territories. All of these
adherents were troubled about the state of the societies in which they lived, and
saw Shaykh Khalid as the key to a brighter future. The rariga also served as an
umbrella organization to bring together wealthy merchants, senior religious
figures, and important politicians into a framework akin to the Christian Coalition
or the Focus on the Family in the United States today. Following Khalid’s death,
the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya expanded across the globe, gained great influence,
and played an important role in Muslim socio-political movements in the Middle
East, the Caucasus, and Southeast Asia. Today, Shaykh Khalid remains an
important figure in countries as diverse as Bosnia-Herzegovina, Syria, Indonesia,
and Germany.

My approach to understanding Shaykh Khalid’s career and influence also takes
issue with the work of other leading scholars of Khalid’s life, especially Butrus
Abu-Manneh and Itzchak Weismann.” These scholars stress the importance of a
manuscript housed in the Istanbul University Library Rectory that contains three
letters which suggest that Khalid harbored great animosity toward Shiites,
Christians, and Jews.® They argue that Muhammad As‘ad al-Sahib, Khalid’s
nephew, included these three letters in his published volume of Shaykh Khalid’s
correspondence entitled Bughyat al-wajid,’ but omitted passages that attacked
Christians, Jews, and Shiites.'? Citing these passages, and suggesting that Shaykh
Khalid must have absorbed intolerant aspects of South Asian Nagshbandi
teachings as part of his training there, Abu-Manneh and Weismann argue that
Khalid’s experiences in India were of decisive impact upon his thought. There,
they argue, he witnessed Britain’s colonial power, which convinced him that
religious reform was imperative if the Ottoman Empire were to remain independent
of European power.

This line of reasoning suffers from a number of problems, however. For one,
Khalid does not touch on international politics in his writings. Moreover, he very
rarely discusses non-Sunni Muslim peoples in a negative way in his writing. This
suggests that while international events and European influence in the Muslim
world were of great importance to Khalid’s followers after his death in 1242/1827,
it does not necessarily hold that they were as paramount to his thinking or actions
while he was alive. Nor is it certain that Khalid’s nephew, Sahib, utilized versions
of the letters found in the Istanbul University Rectory. There are a number of
letters that appear in one collection of Khalid’s correspondence but not in the
others, and the manuscript date for the Istanbul University collection is not
identified.’' All of this is important, because the collection of Khalid’s letters from
a private Turkish archive contains no passages defaming Christians, Jews, or

Shiites. Furthermore, the collection is dated 1331/1913, several years before the
Bughyat al-wajid was printed. Finally, virtually all scholarly and non-scholarly
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discussions of Shaykh Khalid’s teachings ahistorically frame them as if they were
permanent or fixed, even though there is evidence that he modified key parts of
his ideas on several occasions.!2

Framing and social movement theory

Social movement theory provides the flexibility to break out of these
methodological traps to better evaluate a figure like Shaykh Khalid, who modified
key aspects of his philosophy and emphasized different aspects of his identity and
viewpoints to address various audiences. This mode of analysis was initially a
reflection of the desire by scholars to explain the turbulence that characterized
socio-political movements of the 1960s. To understand such phenomena, social
movement theory eschews ideology and emphasizes (a) the structures of political
opportunities and constraints confronting movements, along with the informal
and formal modes of organization available to participants, and (b) the collective
processes used by intellectuals for interpretation, attribution and social
construction. Critical to social movement theory are the principles that social
movements neither act irrationally nor operate in a vacuum. Rather, their actions
and objectives reflect the socio-cultural contexts out of which they emerge. In the
eyes of a social movement theorist, the specific ideas of social movements matter
less than how and where people implement those ideas. '3

Of the various tools of social movement theory, the framing process is the
most important. Broadly speaking, framing can be thought of as a process by
which movements analyze problems (the “diagnosis” frame), stipulate solutions
(the “prognosis” frame), and convince followers that solutions are attainable (the
“motivational” frame). Movements can utilize multiple and overlapping frames
simultaneously to appeal to different audiences. Framing also reveals how
movements weave symbols, events, issues, and beliefs into coherent messages.
Doug McAdam’s work provides us with an excellent recent example of this
process—the various frames that Martin Luther King, Jr, used to promote the civil
rights movement:

In accounting for King’s success . . . much of the credit must go to the
substantive content of his thought. Quite simply, no black leader had
ever sounded like King before. In his unique blending of familiar Christian
themes, conventional democratic theory, and the philosophy of nonviolence,
King brought an unusually compelling, yet accessible, framework to the
struggle . . . While singling out this or that theme in King’s thought, it should
be noted that the very variety of themes granted those in the media (and
the general public) multiple points of ideological contact with the movement.
So, secular liberals might be unmoved by King’s reading of Christian
theology, but resonate with the application of democratic theory. And so
on. In short, the sheer variety of themes invoked by King combined with
their substantive resonance to give his thought (and the movement he
came for many to symbolize) an . . . appeal unmatched by many other
movement figures.!®
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Here it is important to note that King, like Shaykh Khalid before him, tied together
a host of existing ideas and cultural symbols into a frame for a movement without
precedent. He diagnosed the problem of racial discrimination in America through
the frames of both democratic theory and Christian theology. He then offered a
solution to the problem through the philosophy of non-violence. These various
frames, in turn, simultaneously appealed to multiple American audiences and
convinced them of the efficacy and righteousness of King’s cause.!

When thinking about the framing process, it is useful to bear in mind Antonio
Gramsci’s concept of “traditional” intellectuals, who see themselves as
autonomous, as opposed to “organic” intellectuals, who view themselves as part
of existing elites. Organic intellectuals, such as Martin Luther King, Jr, are active
participants in practical life; they act as constructors, organizers, “permanent
persuaders,” and not just simple orators. Framing is usually the product of
conceptual articulations by “organic” intellectuals.!”

In the case of Shaykh Khalid, an analogous framing analysis involves asking
two separate questions. First, how did Khalid construct his view of the world (the
diagnosis frame), propose solutions to socio-political challenges (the prognosis
frame), and instill faith in his followers about the correctness and power of his
solutions (the motivational frame)? Second, how did he and his order win the
allegiance of a wide variety of Muslims of all classes, from different linguistic,
cultural, and geographic regions, in response to those frames? Together, the
answers to these questions can provide us with a composite picture of how and
where Shaykh Khalid shaped his philosophy over time, assigned meaning to his
ideas, and interacted with different constituencies and individuals.!8

The composite picture allows us to see that the achievements of Shaykh Khalid
and the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya reflected a nexus of several factors. The first
was the changing socio-political conditions in the Ottoman Empire during
Khalid’s lifetime—and later, the Muslim world as a whole. These conditions
transformed mass culture and led to the rise of Sufi brotherhoods as a key vehicle
of both religious expression and responses to globalization.

As these changes unfolded, Muslims—Ilike people of other religious faiths and
traditions—sought methods, institutions, and intellectual frameworks that could
mediate between their ancient local identities and the economic, social, and
political norms of the new globalizing human community. Since Sufi orders and
saints had been a regular aspect of everyday life in Muslim communities for
centuries, they were a readymade framework for Muslims who wished to reconcile
the traditions of their faith with the realities of new socio-cultural contexts that
were often tied to the West.!® Ironically, the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya tariga
was well equipped to meet the needs of Muslims in this new milieu because of

Shaykh Khalid’s doctrines that little really ever changes in the world and that
Muslims’ belief in otherworldly powers, including sainthood, was the only true
path to salvation,?

The second factor is the role of women, who were instrumental in the rapid
dissemination of the fariga and retain considerable influence among its descendants
to this day.?! Although women are almost completely absent from scholarship on
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Shaykh Khalid’s life, they have always acted as teachers, administrators, financial
contributors, and political leaders in the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya.? In a letter
announcing the death of his son in Urfa,”® Shaykh Khilid requested that his
representative in Baghdad, ‘Abid Allah al-Haydarf, inform the male and female
followers of the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya that Khalid had been able to come to
terms with the sudden loss.?* When a senior follower named Husan Efendi died,
Khalid sent Umm ‘Abd al-Hakim, whom he referred to reverentially as “shaqiqa
al-shaqiqa” (the sister of the sister), to console Husan’s wife and daughter.?> One
of Khalid’s daughters, Fatima, was a prominent teacher of the order in Damascus
in the thirteenth/nineteenth century,’® while the largest contributor to Khalid’s
properties in Baghdad was a woman.?’

The prominence of these women should come as no surprise, since there is
nothing intrinsic to Shaykh Khalid’s teachings or the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya’s
devotional practices that precludes women from participating in the social
movement or in political life generally. Just as there is a silsila, or formal chain of
spiritual descent, from Shaykh Khalid to his current male disciples, there is also
a parallel active silsila of female shaykhs that dates back to his lifetime. Today,
hundreds of girls and young women are trained annually just in the tariga in
Damascus and go on to develop their own followings.28

The third aspect of Shaykh Khalid’s success was his ability to tailor aspects of
his identity and his teachings to allow him—like Martin Luther King, Jr—to offer
the public multiple points (or “frames™) of contact with the Nagshbandiyya-
Khalidiyya tariga.?* While some Muslims saw Khalid’s affiliation with the
Nagshbandiyya tariga alone as confirmation of the righteousness and power of his
ideas, even more were drawn to his scholarship and his discussions of
Islamic law and philosophy.3® Other Muslims responded to his appeals that were
framed around his ethnicity and tribal affiliation. This did not just rest on his
acknowledgment of his Kurdish identity, however. Khalid also stressed intellectual
and personal ties to Arabs, Turks, and Shia Iranians.3! He stressed his ties to
Baghdad (an important city in Arab history and identity),>? wrote extensive
treatises in Persian and Arabic, and claimed to be a sayyid, or descendant of the
Prophet Muhammad. Indeed, the title of sayyid carried great social and spiritual
prestige and signaled that Khalid had Arab heritage because the Prophet was
an Arab.*

The fourth and final aspect of Shaykh Khalid’s success was his willingness to
employ flexible and timeless frames to explain the problems that Muslims faced,
how they could address those problems, and why his program of reform would
succeed.** In his diagnostic frame, Khalid gave a clear explanation for who was
responsible for the crises afflicting Islamic societies of his day: namely, Muslims
had fallen into the clutches of dunyd (“materiality”) by needlessly limiting their
perceptions to what was easiest for them to see, thereby overlooking the clear gulf
between appearance and reality, earth and heaven.?s Khalid argued that Muslims
had forgotten that very little had changed in human history and that the present
moment is nothing but an illusion generated by Satan and dunya.® At the same
time Khalid, following classic Nagshbandi doctrine, warned his followers that
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they should not become ascetics or withdraw from the world. It was not enough
to live life virtuously in private; one had to engage in the world directly.””

If Muslims were the cause of the world’s problems, then they had the power to
reverse these problems by revitalizing their societies. This notion, which was at
the heart of Khalid’s prognostic frame, was akin to answering the classic
Leninesque question, “What is to be done?”*® However, in this context, Shaykh
Khalid did not issue a consistent ideological response to all issues. For example,
while he told his followers in Baghdad to limit the order to just thirty members,
and warned of the stark dangers of associating with politicians, he supported the
work of his followers in Amadia®® and in Istanbul to increase the size of the order
and forge very close ties with senior government officials.* In a letter to Sayyid
Ma‘riif al-Barzinji, Shaykh Khalid specifically stated that neither he nor anyone
else had the right to expel someone from the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya.*' By
contrast, after a leading disciple in the fariga in Istanbul, ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-StsT,
challenged Shaykh Khalid’s authority, Khalid expelled Siisi and threatened eternal
damnation to anyone who associated with him.*?

Perhaps most strikingly, Khalid argued in some places that one should not judge
others as “Muslims or non-Muslims,” and made a point of speaking highly of
Christians, Jews, Shiites, and their religious texts.** He also allowed ‘Abbas Mirza
(1203-49/1788-1833), the son of the Shah of Iran and the governor of the Iranian
province of Azerbaijan, to affiliate with the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya.** On the
other hand, he ordered his followers in Istanbul to modify the wording of the
tariga’s dhikr (reciting the name of God repeatedly) so that it would call for the
annihilation of Jews, Christians, and Iranian Shiites.*> While Khalid had female
disciples in Iraq and in Syria, he forbade his followers in Istanbul to marry Turkish
women or to allow young women to enter the ¢ariga’s Istanbul lodge; the point of
this was to prevent his followers from forming independent alliances with Turkish
elites—alliances that could be used to undermine his position within the order or
the Empire.*® Indeed, Khalid had good reason for caution: *Abd al-Wahhab al-Stsi
sought to use his connections among government officials in the city to establish
his own suborder of the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya and to usurp Khalid’s place
among Ottoman Sunni Muslims.

No matter how flexible Shaykh Khalid’s program was, it would have been of
little use to him or to his followers if he failed to convince enough Muslims that
it was viable and would succeed. This was Khalid’s motivational frame. It
combined Qur’anic teachings with an assertion of his otherworldly powers. Citing
the Qur’an, Shaykh Khalid argued that God permits individuals to choose either
to accept or reject his teachings. Muslims could help to realize a world that
conforms to their ideals if they chose to accept his path—which, for Khalid, was
synonymous with the teachings of the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya.*’

Critical to the emergence of a world that is in accordance with Muslim ideals
was the acceptance of Shaykh Khalid’s status as a powerful Muslim saint, who
alone had the power to link adherents directly to God. All adherents in the fariga
had the power to link with Khalid through a spiritual exercise called rabifta, or
“connection,” whereby a disciple forms a spiritual bond with a Sufi master. Khalid
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promised that rabita could permit him to protect individuals from harm
and deliver them to salvation on Judgment Day.*® He also taught that rabita
gould extend to adherents whom he had never personally met and would remain
in effect forever. Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya adherents could rest assured
that Shaykh Khalid could protect and help them at all times and places—even
after his death.*

Perhaps the most powerful aspect of Shaykh Khalid’s program of reform was
the seemingly timeless quality of his various frames, which could be applied to
many Islamic societies in multiple time periods. For Muslims, Shaykh Khalid
provided a plausible and reassuring explanation for what were increasingly
becoming otherwise incomprehensible events. Furthermore, the explanation was
effectiyely presented as consistent with teachings that Muslims had upheld for
centuries. Khalid was simply reminding them of aspects of their faith that they had
momentarily forgotten. The nature and order of the world had not been altered—
despite the illusion that non-Muslims were gaining ever greater power at their
expense.>

Khalid’s death and legacy

In the decades following Shaykh Khalid’s death in 1242/1827, the Nagshbandiyya-
Khalidiyya spread throughout the Muslim world, and peoples from North Africa
to Bosnia to the Indonesian archipelago came to look upon Khalid as one of their
own. Throughout this process, Khalid’s family and many of his followers compiled
his correspondence and produced lengthy hagiographies that praised Khalid’s
a.cco.mplishmems.51 There are portions of these histories, however, that differ in
significant ways from other sources on Khalid’s life. These differences, including
the possibility that he may have perished because of the ineptness of Ottoman
officials, suggest that his family and followers may have promoted a sanitized
version of his life story in order to forge a subsequent alliance with Ottoman rulers
whom Khalid himself may not have fully trusted.>2

To understand how this process unfolded, it is best to start with how Shaykh
Khalid’s hagiographies describe his decision in 1242/1826 to cut short his Hajj
and return to Damascus when he learned that there was an outbreak of the plague
there. Upon his arrival in the city, the hagiographers state that he urged his
followers to face the plague and death fearlessly by caring for the sick. He then
reminded his followers of the hadith that compels all Muslims to remain in
communities that are stricken with the plague.

Three episodes from his hagiographies undergird this presentation of Shaykh
Khalid’s stoicism and his willingness to sacrifice himself for the good of the
people of Damascus. The first relates his reaction to the deaths of his two eldest
sons: he reportedly smiled and laughed—a symbolic recognition that both were
in a better place.* This story, which stands in stark contrast to his great sorrow
.regarding the earlier death of another son, cannot be taken at face value. While it
1s possible that Khalid, at some point, did smile at the mention of the death of his
two sons, it is far more likely that the episode was included in the hagiographies




58 Sean Foley

to emphasize his devotion to religion above all else, including his family. The
episode may also have been intended to highlight how Shaykh Khalid’s life was
similar to that of other Nagshbandi shaykhs, who also lost children to the plague
and sought to protect their communities from it.>

The second episode relates Shaykh Khalid’s reaction when his followers
implored him to pray for his own life in addition to those of others. Khalid
responded to this request by saying, “We didn’t come to Syria except to die.”*
His predestined path soon became clear when one of his closest followers, Shaykh
Muhammad b. ‘Abidin, told him about a dream in which he saw the third caliph,
‘Uthman, with Shaykh Khalid. Because Shaykh Khalid claimed descent from
‘Uthman, Ibn ‘Abidin’s dream had only one meaning: Shaykh Khalid was about
to die.’” Realizing the urgency of the situation, Shaykh Khalid named a successor
and ordered that arrangements be made for his death. Echoing the actions of
earlier Nagshbandi shaykhs, Shaykh Khalid dug his own grave and predicted that
he would die on 14 Dhii °1-Qa‘da, 1242 / June 8, 1827, thereby freeing Damascus
from the plague.®

The similarities between this story of Shaykh Khalid’s death and those of other
shaykhs in the Nagshbandi tradition become even more important when one
compares them to the only known documents relating to Shaykh Khalid’s death
not produced or edited by one of his followers: (a) a ferman (official government
letter) relating to his land and properties in Damascus; (b) a court record
documenting the sale of that land and indicating who was responsible for providing
for his family after his death; and (c) a French consul’s report about the disastrous
Hajj on which Shaykh Khalid travelled in 1241/1826. These documents suggest
that Khalid may have died under different circumstances than previously believed,
and that the Ottoman government appears to have played a substantial role in
determining who possessed Shaykh Khalid’s property and where his family
eventually resided after his death.

The Hajj of 1241/1826 in which Shaykh Khalid participated was ill-fated
from the start. Since the cost of suppressing violence in Jerusalem and the
surrounding areas and the loss of taxes following the advent of a severe infest-
ation of locusts had together depleted the treasury of the Ottoman provincial
government, the Ottoman governor, Wali al-Din Pasa, had to find new sources of
revenue to meet his obligation to finance the annual Hajj. He attempted to meet
this shortfall by forcing the Muslim elites, Christians, and Iranians in Damascus
to pay a collective tax of 400,000 Ottoman piasters (a substantial sum at the
time).> Even if finances had not been a problem, the Hajj had to depart during the
warm summer months, when temperatures could reach well over one hundred
degrees Fahrenheit in the desert. The previous Hajj pilgrimages (in 1239/1824 and
1240/1825) had ended in disaster: thousands died and many of the survivors
complained to the Ottoman government that they had been unduly exhausted
and left vulnerable to Bedouin attacks.®® Another problem was the resurgence
of the Wahhabiyya: they appeared in the suburbs of Mecca in 1242/1826 and
would go on to temporarily seize Medina, Mecca, and Ta’if in Rabi‘ al-Awwal
1243/Qctober 1827.5!
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Despite the considerable resources contributed in 1241/1826 by Damascenes of
all faiths, Wali al-Din Pasa failed to make adequate arrangements, resulting in the
pilgrims enduring hardships and difficulties. Many of them perished, including a
prominent Damascene Muslim scholar, Muhammad al-Dastiqi, who died just
outside of Medina, with Shaykh Khalid reportedly attending to all of his funeral
and burial rites.®> The French consul’s report on the Hajj travelers’ return to
Damascus provides a glimpse into the horror of this expedition:

The first letters received announced that 4,000 pilgrims of the 20,000 hajji
had died. That letter of the fourteenth of September, 1826, was catastrophic.
Nearly half of the pilgrims arrived on foot, for the camels had died of hunger.
Instead of the benedictions and cries of joy which the leaders were accustomed
to receive on such an occasion, Wali al-Din Pasha, in making his entry,
received curses which the low-class people didn’t refrain from saying aloud.
The most sombre scenes were traced of this unhappy pilgrimage. It is said
that the wind of Kabamain had killed 1,200 people in one week in the Hedjaz
[Hijaz]. The lack of provisions and water had placed the pilgrims in a story’s
end without precedent. Despair drove several ruined entrepreneurs of
transport to suicide.s

Wali al-Din Pasa’s official reception upon returning to Damascus was no better
than what he received from the common Damascenes; the head of the local
Janissary regiment deposed him immediately and ordered that his property be
sequestered. Three months later, the Ottoman government in Istanbul reacted with
a ferman, which confirmed that Walf al-Din Paga was no longer the governor of
Damascus and that Hajj Salah Pasa had been appointed to take his place. Sayyid
Amin, the leader of the royal guard, became the new deputy governor of Damascus.
None of these actions would have come as a surprise to Wali al-Din Pasa, for
administering the annual Hajj was a critical source of legitimacy for the Ottoman
government and its governor in Damascus.® In fact, Wali al-Din Pasa had been
appointed governor in the first place in order to reorganize the Hajj caravan after
the disastrous Hajj of 1239/1824.65

Ottoman officials might have had another important reason to rapidly depose
Wall al-Din Paga: namely, Shaykh Khalid’s death on the Hajj. A ferman issued
in Dhi '1-Qa‘da 1243/June 1828, which discusses the sale and distribution of
Shaykh Khalid’s properties and house in Damascus after his death, states that the
edict “concerns the Muslim pilgrims who began their journey on the 15th day of
Dhil "1-Qa‘da from Ma'an and safely arrived in Mada’in Salih.”® (Ma‘an and
Mada’in §alih are on the pilgrimage route from Syria to Mecca.) Subsequently,
the same ferman notes, “in this regard, the imperial document about the
Muslims’safe arrival is sincere.”%” The linkage of the pilgrims and a specific place
and moment with Shaykh Khalid’s death strongly suggests that he was among
those who did not survive the Hajj.

How likely is it that Shaykh Khialid could have died on the Hajj? When he
undertook the pilgrimage in 1241/1826, he would have been at least 52 years old.
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While he was certainly accustomed to difficult travel, it seems reasonable to
assume that the harsh conditions of the Hajj might have led to an untimely demise.
Nor was this author able, after an exhaustive search, to find a probate record for
Shaykh Khalid in the Damascene court records. This dearth of information is
surprising if Khalid did die in Damascus, since the Sharia court in that city usually
made probate records for figures of Shaykh Khalid’s status.

Furthermore, the ferman concerning Khalid’s death was not solely con-
cerned with him or the sale of his property. The document notes that the
“Illustrious Ones™ (presumably elite Damascenes who had accompanied
Shaykh Khalid on Hajj) would not be treated in the same way as “the group
which was sent [away] from Damascus.” Who this latter group was is not exactly
clear, but it seems to be a group of Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya shaykhs who
are known to have been exiled from Damascus to Baghdad following Shaykh
Khalid’s death.

The importance of the land sale is emphasized by the ferman’s linkage of
Shaykh Khalid’s properties to a “future imperial edict” and the warning that the
Jermdn ought “to be reviewed by those of illustrious correct judgment.” The
Jerman subsequently insists that the properties “must be sold by auction to those
who want them, according to material circumstances and religious law.” The
Ottoman central government did not ask that the proceeds be sent to Istanbul;
rather, it asked for a “court record that would include those who bought the items
... signed record of the inheritance . . . and the value and prices of that which was
sold to parties.”®® The specificity of the ferman may be an indication of the
importance of the land to the Ottoman central government as well as of its views
of the original division of resources. Similarly ominous is the phrase “the
properties must be pledged truthfully,” which is a strong indication that previous
matters relating to Shaykh Khalid had not been fully truthful. Although this
language is opaque, the Ottoman government’s messages are very clear to the
elites of Damascus: (a) they had been spared the indignities that had befallen the
followers of Shaykh Khalid who had been exiled to Baghdad; and (b) the sale of
Khalid’s property had to be transparent and final.®

During the same Islamic month that the ferman was issued, the Ottoman
authorities in Damascus drafted a long court record detailing the sale of Shaykh
Khalid’s farm. That record adheres to much of the instructions contained in the

ferman, in that it divides Shaykh Khalid’s properties according to material
circumstances and religious law. Every detail about the location of the farm, who
purchased it, its value, and who inherited the proceeds is dutifully listed.
Furthermore, the court record states that the qadi who divided Shaykh Khalid’s
estate was the gadi of Mecca, Husayn Efendi.” Why would the person who served
as the judge of Mecca divide Shaykh Khalid’s estate? It is at least possible that the
reason was that Shaykh Khalid died in the vicinity of Mecca.

At the same time, one is struck by the apparently incomplete nature of the court
record, which lists the value of Shaykh Khalid’s farm, but does not provide much
evidence for the value of his house or other properties that are referred to in the
Sferman. One gets the impression that there is a subtext or even an alternative
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narrative—known to those who drafted the court record and the ferman—that has
not survived.”!

Whatever that alternative narrative may be, the obvious propaganda benefits in
Damascus of a legend involving Shaykh Khalid’s self-sacrifice for the city would
have given authors of his hagiographies and many others a reason to fictionalize
the event. Authors could have also called upon Nagshbandi-Mujaddidi tradition,
which had multiple instances of individuals dying for the sake of others in plague-
infested lands; for example, the eleventh/seventeenth-century Indian Nagshbandi
leader, Ahmad Sirhindi, reportedly sacrificed two sons and a daughter to save the
South Asian region of Sirhind from the plague.’ Nagshbandi shaykhs in the
Ottoman Empire had already written hagiographies that were incomplete and left
out key facts about the lives of the individuals they described. While discussing
issues in Nagshbandi history, a British scholar'notes that ‘Arif ‘Abd Allgh and
others who wrote about the history of the order in the Ottoman Empire in the early
tenth/sixteenth century “were obliged to omit facts of cardinal importance to that
history.”” Might the authors of Shaykh Khalid’s hagiographies have been
following a similar script?

Equally significant, many of those authors sought Ottoman patronage and
would not have wanted to remind the government that an Ottoman official was
responsible for Khalid’s untimely death. A good example is Khalid’s brother,
Mahmid al-Sahib. His and his sons’ writings emphasize their adherence to the
Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya tradition (started under Khalid) of supporting long-
standing Nagshbandi ideals while at the same time backing the Ottoman sultan
and his administration. They also stress Khalid’s decision to save Damascus from
the plague. Citing his connections to Khalid, Mahmid convinced Ottoman and
other officials to let him control Khalid’s lands in Kurdistan and to administer the
Takiya Sulamaniyya, an important Damascene religious institution,” Mahmud’s
son, Muhammad As‘ad al-Sahib, served as a judge in the Haramayn, and was paid
by Ahmet Cemal Pasa (1289-1340/1872-1922), a leading Ottoman official, to
produce an official collection of Khalid’s writings.” As was noted earlier, Butrus
Abu-Manneh has identified portions of the text that are inconsistent with other
known versions of Khalid’s writings, and even appear to have been edited to avoid
associating Shaykh Khalid or the Ottoman government with bigoted views of
Christians, Shiite Muslims, and Jews."

Nor was Szhib alone in receiving official patronage. One of Khalid’s wives,
Khadija, won exemptions for Khalid’s son and grandson from military service and
arranged state salaries for members of Khalid’s family and tax exemptions for the
family’s properties.”” She also won generous state funds for the upkeep of Khalid’s
tomb.” When she died in 1305/1888 at the advanced age of 108, Sultan
‘Abdiilhamid II (r. 1293-1327/1876-1909) requested that a leading Istanbul
intellectual compose a poem eulogizing the sultan’s decision to uphold her request
to rebuild Khalid’s tomb.” The Khani family, who were close followers of Khalid
and wrote extensively on his life, also benefited from Ottoman patronage.®® They,
too, emphasized the importance of Khalid’s sacrifice for Damascus in 1242/1827
and his loyalty to Ottoman officials.8!
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Finally, it is necessary to allow for the fact that we may not be dealing with an
impulse towards “objective” history or propaganda but with an impulse towards
belief—towards the mythologizing tendencies of people who wish so strongly to
believe something that, for them, it becomes “true.”

Conclusion

However real the death of Shaykh Khalid may have appeared to his followers,
there remain unanswered questions regarding the final years of his life and the
possibility that his followers may well have promoted a sanitized version of his
history to win the support of Ottoman officials. Again, it is worth noting that Sahib
may have edited significant portions of Khalid’s writings to eradicate any
indication that he may have harbored animosity toward non-Sunni Muslims—
which later represented an embarrassing fact for the Ottoman government and its
diplomatic relations with Iran and European states. Even more important, the
similarity between Khalid’s death and the narratives surrounding other leading
Nagshbandi figures suggests that we cannot treat his hagiographies at face value
and must continue to search for alternative documents and narratives not authored
by his followers. This conclusion reinforces the wisdom of the aforementioned
leading Syrian historian of the Ottoman period, Abdul-Karim Rafeq, who observes
that Syria’s rich court records are essential to understanding pre-modern Ottoman
history.

Ultimately, this study suggests that social movement theory and the use of court
records hold considerable promise for the study of medieval and early modern
Sufism. Shaykh Khalid and his followers in the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya order
are only one of the many Muslim Sufi adherents to use flexible and contradictory
teachings to win a host of followers across geographic, linguistic, and cultural
boundaries. Many other Sufi adherents and their leaders in Syria and elsewhere
had regular contact with government leaders and conducted business in courts;
another good example that awaits further research would be the Sufi scholar ‘Abd
al-Ghani al-NabulusT (1050-1143/1641-1731). If Rafeq, Wiktorowicz, and other
scholars effectively use social movement theory and court and government
documents in their studies, why cannot scholars of medieval and early modern
Sufism do the same?
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