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Letter from the Editors 
 

 
 

The editorial staff of Afkar proudly 

presents its first issue of the fourth volume. 

The process of creating this issue was full of 

challenges and obstacles we could not have 

foreseen or prepare for as a new team that just 

began learning to work together. However, the 

same challenges that made us feel uncertain, 

disturbed, or overwhelmed also brought us 

closer together and taught us how not to fear 

challenges, but embrace them. 

 

 
In the same way, we hope to bring 

undergraduate scholars closer together in the 

rich and diverse field of Middle East studies 

through challenging ourselves and our readers 

to see a new perspective and look deeper than 

the surface of easily perceivable narrative. We 

hope to once again show that Middle East 

studies are richer and more complex than it 

might seem and hopefully challenge how you 

view this field, thanks to the tireless work of 

our authors and editors. We are therefore 

immensely excited to take you with us on a 

journey through art, history, theology, and 

politics, among many other topics you will be 

able to find in this issue. 

First, you will be captivated by 

two different views on the importance 

and permissibility of religions icons. 

Then, you will be taught how to read 

between the lines of art and literature 

produced by two different sides of a 

battle. You can also expect to learn abut 

the somewhat surprising tale of Oman as 

a maritime power on the nineteenth 

century Indian Ocean. The next author 

will take a turn to discuss Zionism’s 

impact on modern Judaism. You will then 

have a chance to explore an interesting 

take on the potential strategic use of 

migratory flows in the foreign policy of 

transit states and end with a fascinating 

comparison between Gamal Abdul 

Nasser and Sayyid Qutb’s approaches to 

Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islamism. 

 

 
As we embark on this journey, we 

want to thank all of our editors, advisors 

and contributing authors for their hard 

work that made this issue possible, as 

well as everyone who submitted articles 

for consideration. The dedication of the 

entire team and the tremendous effort by 

our authors is continuously helping Afkar 

grow and improve. Thank you and cheers 

to you! 

 
 

Natalia Stefanska 

& Hanane Idihoum 
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The Sacred Image: The Development of Iconophile Thought in the Writings of St. John of 

Damascus and Theodore Abū Qurrah 

 

SHEHERZAD JAMAL, Princeton University  

 

Abstract: 

Described as ‘the last father of the church in the east’, John of Damascus (c. A.D. 675–

649) was an Eastern theologian who lived under the Umayyad Caliphate (A.D. 661–750), known 

for his writings on the nature of Orthodoxy, icons, and heresies (especially Islam). His treatises on 

icons constituted some of the most comprehensive and substantial rebuttals to the iconoclast 

position, referenced in numerous subsequent works, including more modern disputes about images 

[such?] as those involving the Calvinists or Orthodox Russians. On the other hand, Theodore Abū 

Qurrah (c. A.D. 750–820) was a Christian theologian and Melkite bishop of Harrān, known for his 

Arabic tracts on various aspects of Christian belief, including the Chalcedonic understanding of 

the Trinity, the veneration of icons, and the problems of Judeo–Islamic doctrine. In terms of their 

relative approaches to the problems of iconoclasm, scholars assert that, aside from the audience 

for which they wrote, the arguments in favor of the veneration of images put forward by John of 

Damascus are materially no different from those of Theodore Abū Qurrah. Indeed, they present 

the latter as a successor to the former, continuing the tradition of defending religious icons. While 

there are certainly significant similarities in their work, to the degree that their views often 

resemble each other, this approach overlooks the subtle differences which arise in how they defend 

images, particularly how they conceive of the individual, of patristic tradition, and of God. By 

comparing the development of their arguments, it is possible to understand how these minor 

variations create a situation whereby the two men have divergent theological visions about the act 

of individual worship and the nature of divinity. Consequently, they come to interpret the relation 

between man and God in fundamentally different ways.  
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The periods of Byzantine iconoclasm (A.D. 

726–787 and A.D. 815–842)[1] represent 

some of the most significant Christological 

controversies of Late Antiquity. Unlike 

previous heresies, such as Arianism or 

Nestorianism,[2] the iconoclast movement 

was not simply concerned with doctrine, but 

how theology related to established custom 

and ritual.[3] For the sake of clarity, 

iconoclasts were individuals who opposed 

the veneration of images, sometimes going so 

far as to destroy certain types of 

representations, while iconophiles supported 

the use of images as key components of 

Christian worship. Both iconoclast and 

iconophile thinkers saw their interpretations 

of icons as ways of ensuring harmony 

between the beliefs and practices of the 

Church. As such, the iconoclast controversy 

was fundamentally about how an individual 

should interact with and understand an 

invisible, incomprehensible deity. While 

historians initially considered the movement 

to have been caused by the contamination of 

Byzantine society by Judeo–Islamic attitudes 

and policies (such as the edict of Yazid II in 

A.D. 723),[4] recent scholarship takes the 

view that iconoclasm was the result of 

internal conflicts within Christian 

communities as to the correct mode of 

interpreting scripture and the role of 

ecclesiastical tradition. These disagreements 

emerged against the backdrop of rapid 

Islamic expansion into the former territories 

of the Byzantine Empire, the collapse of 

Byzantium as a “commonwealth of cities,”[5] 

and the rise of a cult of icons. In this context, 

policies such as Emperor Leo III’s edict 

(A.D. 726)[6] prohibiting the veneration of 

icons can be understood as responses to more 

general anxieties about the empire’s political 

and social instability. Many subsequent 

emperors and philosophers also saw the 

crises which had beset Byzantium as 

indications that Christian peoples had 

somehow displeased God. Therefore, in order 

to remedy the situation, recognizing and 

eliminating the cause of that discontent 

seemed necessary. Given the presence of 

idolatry in various pagan communities and 

the numerous biblical condemnations of the 

practice, the custom of venerating icons 

appeared to them as persistence of a 

reprehensible tradition. John Haldon notes 

“that at the end of the century a desire for 

internal purity was the recurring theme of 

church and state rhetoric.”[7] The varied 

policies implemented by successive rulers 

were then meant to resolve specific political 

issues by rectifying perceived doctrinal 

misconceptions, making “the icon explicitly 

and directly an object of political struggle, a 

central political symbol.”[8] 

In light of the politicization of the 

debates about images, both iconoclasts and 

iconophiles were forced to create distinct 

theological narratives to support their 

assessments of the practice of venerating 

icons. “Many ideas and attitudes that for 

centuries were only half articulate had to be 

fully crystallized; arguments that for many 

generations had remained up to a point either 

loose reflections or literary metaphors now 

had to be given a clear solution.”[9] In both 

cases, they resorted to scripture and patristic 

tradition in order to legitimize their separate 

outlooks and were motivated by a genuine 

desire to be faithful to what they perceived to 

be the true will of God. They diverged in 

what they interpreted that fidelity to be. Their 

basic arguments are clearly expressed in the 

Seventh Ecumenical Council at Hiereia (A.D. 

754)[10] and the Second Council at Nicaea 

(A.D. 787)[11] respectively. However, while 

the Church councils were certainly 

significant as official articulations of the 

state’s and Church’s position on iconoclasm 

at specific points in the dispute, they often 

expanded upon the work of various other 

philosophers and church fathers, some of 

whom did not even live in the Byzantine 

territory. These types of sources provide a 
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vital opportunity to explore how a discourse 

defending icons materialized, especially the 

extent of variation and continuity within this 

discourse. Although many primary sources 

dealing with the iconoclast point of view 

have been lost or are only referred to in 

hostile iconophile writings, the works of 

major iconophile writers have survived into 

the present. To this end, the works of St. John 

of Damascus and Theodore Abū Qurrah are 

ideal. 

            Described as “the last father of the 

church in the east,”[12] John of Damascus (c. 

A.D. 675–649)[13] was an Eastern theologian 

who lived under the Umayyad Caliphate 

(A.D. 661–750)[14] known for his writings on 

the nature of Orthodoxy, icons, and heresies 

(especially Islam). His treatises on icons 

constituted some of the most comprehensive 

and substantial rebuttals to the iconoclast 

position, referenced in numerous subsequent 

works including more modern disputes about 

images as those involving the Calvinists or 

Orthodox Russians.[15] On the other hand, 

Theodore Abū Qurrah (c. A.D. 750–820) was 

a Christian theologian and Melkite bishop of 

Harrān,[16] known for his Arabic tracts on 

various aspects of Christian belief, including 

the Chalcedonic understanding of the Trinity, 

the veneration of icons, and the problems of 

Judeo–Islamic doctrine. In terms of their 

relative approaches to the problems of 

iconoclasm, scholars[17]assert that, aside from 

the audience for which they wrote, the 

arguments in favor of the veneration of 

images put forward by John of Damascus are 

materially no different from those of 

Theodore Abū Qurrah. Indeed, they present 

the latter as a successor to the former, 

continuing the tradition of defending 

religious icons. Sidney Griffith notes: “In 

[Abū Qurrah’s] tract on images, as indeed in 

all of his works, there is no appreciable 

progression of ideas beyond what his master 

had achieved.”[18] Similarly, “Theodore, 

bishop of Harran, rose to become a worthy 

successor to John of Damascus…”[19]and 

“Theodore was very much John’s intellectual 

heir.”[20] While there are certainly significant 

similarities in their work, to the degree that 

their views often resemble each other, this 

approach overlooks the subtle differences 

which arise in howthey defend images, 

particularly how they conceive of the 

individual, of patristic tradition, and of God. 

By comparing the development of their 

arguments, it is possible to understand how 

these minor variations create a situation 

whereby the two men have divergent 

theological visions about the act of individual 

worship and the nature of divinity. 

Consequently, they come to interpret the 

relation between man and God in 

fundamentally different ways. As the aim of 

this paper is to trace the progression of their 

ideas and to compare why they have 

divergent conceptions of this relation, it is 

divided into three sections: an analysis of 

three treatises of John of Damascus, an 

investigation of Abū Qurrah’s tract, and a 

comparison of their portrayal of the 

individual vis à vis God. 

  

St. John of Damascus and the Theology of 

Images 

Given the breadth and variety of John 

of Damascus’ attempts to legitimize the 

practice of venerating icons, it is worth 

examining the way in which he defines an 

image and understands the practice of 

veneration before delving more deeply into 

the specific arguments he proposes. Indeed, 

over the course of his three treatises, these 

arguments tend to mutate into different forms 

depending on the situations in which he 

employs them. Therefore, an analysis of his 

vision of images and the nature of veneration 

is crucial to charting the overall development 

of his views. From the outset, John 

establishes a general definition of an image 

(eikôn) as “a likeness depicting an archetype 

but having some difference from it; the image 
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is not like the archetype in every way.”[21] He 

notes that the image is both a representation 

and an imitation of the subject. As a 

representation, it serves as a symbol for what 

is depicted and the attitude of persons toward 

the image can be understood as an indication 

of their attitude toward the subject itself. “So 

everyone who honors the image clearly 

honors the archetype.”[22] Yet, the image and 

the subject continue to be fundamentally 

different from one another. Essentially, as 

Moshe Barasch puts it, the image is purely 

“’mimetic,’ or representative; it is only in 

relation to the prototype that the icon is an 

‘image.’ Hence there can be no image that 

does not represent something.”[23] Regardless 

of the faithfulness or accuracy of the 

depiction, the image is and always will be an 

aspect of what is depicted and not its entirety. 

For instance, 

“the image of a human being may 

give expression to the shape of the 

body, but it does not have the powers 

of the soul; for it does not live, nor 

does it think, or give utterance, or 

feel, or move its members. And a son, 

although the natural image of a father, 

has something different from him, for 

he is son and not father.”[24] 

  

Distinguishing between the image and what 

it represents is central to John’s assertion that 

the veneration of an image is not the worship 

of the physical icon itself but a veneration of 

what it shows: 

“The image of the emperor is called 

the emperor, yet there are not two 

emperors, for neither is the power 

divided nor the glory shared. For as 

the principle and authority that rules 

over us is one, so also is the praise that 

we offer one and not many, because 

the honor offered to the image passes 

to the archetype.”[25] 

  

He extends this notion of an image and its 

relation to its subject by presenting the 

concept of the Trinity as the existence of a 

singular God in three images, which are 

intrinsically one but are manifested in three 

forms: 

“The Son is a living, natural and 

undeviating image of the Father, 

bearing in himself the whole Father, 

equal to him in every respect, 

differing only in being caused. For the 

Father is the natural cause, and the 

Son is caused; for the Father is not 

from the Son, but the Son from the 

Father. For [the Son] is from him, that 

is the Father who begets him, without 

having his being after him.”[26] 

  

The son has a special relation to the father, “a 

primordial relationship, not produced by the 

artist’s skill, but found as given, as a primary, 

irreducible component of an ultimate 

reality.”[27] In this regard, he frames images 

as inherent to Christian belief and not merely 

as an external practice. 

            Having established a general 

definition of icons, John looks at various 

types of icons and distinguishes them from 

each other by their subject matter. He argues 

that religious images can be categorized into 

six forms. The first is the natural image which 

is largely confined to God himself whereby “. 

. . the first natural and undeviating image of 

the invisible God is the Son of the Father.”[28] 

Second, there is the image of God’s will: 

“there is also in God images and paradigms 

of what he is going to bring about, that is his 

will that is before eternity and thus 

eternal.”[29] Third, mankind who is itself 

created as an image of God. As God asserts 

in Genesis, “’Let us make human kind in 

accordance with our image and likeness.’”[30] 

Fourth, the scriptural references to various 

“shapes and forms and figures to convey a 

faint conception of God and the angels by 

depicting in bodily form what is invisible and 
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bodiless.”[31] Fifth, allusions to what is to 

come, “as the ark foreshadows the holy 

Virgin Mother of God, as does the rod and the 

jar.”[32] Lastly, there are images which act as 

memorials of past events: “for images were 

set up as memorials, and were honored not as 

gods, but as leading to a recollection of divine 

activities.”[33] To Louth, this  

“. . . is not just a list; it is an evocation 

of the multitude of ways in which 

reality echoes reality…It is a picture 

of the ways in which images establish 

relationships between realities: 

within the Trinity, between God and 

the providential ordering of the 

universe, between God and the inner 

reality of the human soul, between 

visible and invisible, between the past 

and the future, and the present and the 

past…[Thus]…to deny the images is 

to threaten the whole fabric of 

harmony and mediation based on the 

image.”[34] 

  

In addition to these varieties in an image’s 

subject, John argues that they are essentially 

the same as the written word of God. He 

enumerates the types of images in a way 

which emphasizes their similarity to the 

content of scripture itself. “Do you see how 

the function of image and word are one? ‘As 

in picture,’ he says, ‘we demonstrate by 

word.’”[35] By developing an equivalency 

between icons and divine texts, he legitimizes 

the former as having the same purpose as the 

latter. “What the book does for those who 

understand letters, the image does for the 

illiterate; the word appeals to hearing, the 

image appeals to sight; it conveys 

understanding.”[36] John’s argument 

functions on two distinct levels: he refers to 

the multiple images mentioned in the Bible 

and depicts the Bible itself as a kind of image 

(or archetype) of certain aspects of divine 

knowledge. This provides a justification both 

for the use of images as allusions and 

legitimizes the manufacture of material icons 

as no different from the production of Bibles. 

            Aside from the justification for 

images themselves, John also examines the 

forms of reverence, distinguishing between 

the act of worship (latreia) and the act of 

honoring a particular subject through 

veneration (proskinesis).[37] To him, 

veneration  

“. . . is a symbol of submission and 

honor. And we know different forms 

of this. The first is as a form of 

worship, which we offer to God, 

alone by nature worthy of veneration. 

Then there is the veneration 

offered…to his friends and servants, 

as Jesus…venerated the angel; or to 

the places of God, as David said, ‘Let 

us venerate in the place where his feet 

stood’, or to the things sacred to Him, 

as Israel venerated the tabernacle…or 

to those rulers who had been ordained 

by Him, as…his brothers venerated 

Jacob.”[38] 

  

The major difference in all these instances is 

an individual’s intent in carrying out the act 

of veneration. For instance, in the case of 

David, he venerates God through the place 

where “his feet stood.” In practical terms, he 

is honoring the physical space but because he 

consciously intends the honor he gives to the 

space to be directed to God himself, he is 

actually worshiping God. Closely connected 

to this vision of worship versus veneration is 

the underlying motivation which moves an 

individual. He identifies the main 

motivations for worship as: 1) the worship of 

God because He “is alone venerable by 

nature;”[39] 2) an awareness of God’s “natural 

glory;”[40] 3) “thanksgiving for the good 

things that have befallen us;”[41] 4) a 

consequence of “our neediness and our hope 

in his kindness;”[42] and 5) the desire for 

forgiveness.[43] In his analysis of the role of 

the intended object of veneration and the 
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desire for veneration, John presents the 

individual as a complex entity influenced by 

various impulses and desires. Moreover, he 

argues that the individual is also cognizant of 

his actions and understands that the icon is an 

archetype of a subject and not the subject 

itself. The notion of intentionality is at the 

core of John’s assertion that Christians are 

unlikely to slip into the habit of idolatry as 

alleged by iconoclast thinkers.  

While Abū Qurrah shares this view of the 

significance of intentionality, his tract does 

not delve into the question of motivation 

(discussed later in this paper) in the way that 

John of Damascus’s work does. In the latter’s 

writings, there is a more thorough 

examination of human behavior and its 

influence on the practice of religion. 

            Having looked at how John defines 

icons and the act of veneration, there are three 

key areas of his argument which are crucial 

to his representation of man and God: the 

significance of the incarnation, scriptural 

support for the veneration of icons, and the 

importance of maintaining Church tradition. 

From the outset, John recognizes that there 

are passages in the Bible, particularly the Old 

Testament, which forbid the creation of 

icons: 

“I know that the One who cannot lie 

said: ‘the Lord your God is one Lord,’ 

and ‘you shall venerate the Lord your 

God and him alone shall you 

worship,’ and ‘there shall be for you 

no other gods,’ and ‘you shall not 

make any carved likeness, of 

anything in heaven above or on the 

earth below,’ and ‘all who venerate 

carved [images] shall be put to 

shame.’”[44] 

  

However, he asserts that this applies to the 

time preceding the incarnation of God as 

Christ and that God, by consenting to come 

before mankind in human form, has allowed 

for ordinary mortals to perceive Him using 

their physical faculties. As a result, He has 

also consented to being depicted in the form 

that makes Him visible to people. Individuals 

are 

“. . . emboldened to depict the 

invisible God, not as invisible, but as 

he became visible for [their] sake, by 

participation in flesh and blood. 

[They] do not depict the invisible 

divinity. . . [they] . . . depict God 

made visible in the flesh.”[45] 

  

Certain biblical passages which prohibit the 

portrayal of God were justified because they 

were revealed before the incarnation when it 

would have been impossible to render a God 

who transcends the limitations of physical 

features. It was only in coming to earth as 

Christ that God manifested in a form which 

humans could understand, quantify, and 

represent. John of Damascus cites the Bible: 

“’For,’ it says, ‘you have not seen his 

form.’ What wisdom the legislator 

has! . . . For it is clear that when you 

accomplish the figure of a human 

form; when the invisible becomes 

visible in the flesh, then you may 

depict the likeness of something seen; 

when one who, by transcending his 

own nature, is bodiless, formless, 

incommensurable, without 

magnitude or size, that is, one who is 

in the form of God, taking the form of 

a slave, by this reduction to quantity 

and magnitude puts on the 

characteristics of a body, then depict 

him on a board and set up to view the 

One who has been accepted to be 

seen.”[46] 

  

Therefore, the icons of God do not claim to 

be representations of the God who came “to 

the immaterial eyes of the intellect,”[47] but of 

Christ who permitted himself to be seen in the 

flesh because “our analogies [were] not 

capable of raising us immediately to 
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intellectual contemplation but [needed] 

familiar and natural points of reference.”[48] 

To Kenneth Parry this echoes the opinion of 

the patriarch Germanos who considered the 

depiction of Christ an affirmation of a 

Chalcedonic understanding of Christ’s full 

humanity: “The icon of Christ is both a means 

of confirming the reality of the incarnation, 

and the means of refuting those who believe 

Christ merely appeared to take on human 

nature.”[49] 

            Subsequently, John also delves into 

the possible motivations for God allowing 

Himself to be perceived in the figure of 

Christ. While his central motivation for this 

has to do with the notion of sin and God’s 

desire to redeem humanity through the 

incarnation, in the context of the veneration 

of icons, John argues that God showing 

Himself was a way of guiding humankind. 

Just as spiritual concepts guide the intellect, 

John argues that the physical form of Christ 

and the miracles he performs guide people 

toward a greater emotional closeness to God. 

Therefore, the incarnation seems to be a way 

in which God is responding to an intrinsic 

human need to grasp the nature of divinity: 

“You, perhaps, are exalted and 

immaterial and have come to 

transcend the body and as fleshless, 

so to speak, you spit with contempt on 

everything visible, but I, since I am a 

human being and wear a body, I long 

to have communion in a bodily way 

with what is holy and to see it.”[50] 

  

Consequently, the creation of icons is an 

attempt to comprehend an infinitely complex 

being in human terms. In this section of his 

work, John presents God as actively engaging 

with individual desires and possessing a deep 

understanding of human psychology. 

Moreover, he asserts that God was driven by 

love in wanting to provide mankind with 

frames of reference which He could 

appreciate. For 

“. . . we are led by images perceived 

through the senses to divine and 

immaterial contemplation and, out of 

love for human kind, the divine 

providence provides figures and 

shapes of what is without shape or 

figure, to guide us by hand.”[51] 

  

            The second aspect of John’s defense 

is concerned with the importance of 

interpretation, especially correct 

interpretation, of the Bible itself. He 

constantly refers to “Christ’s rational 

flock”[52] and argues that there is an internal 

logic to the various passages of the Bible 

which, on the surface, seem to contradict one 

another. In order to apprehend this logic, it is 

necessary to understand “the spirit hidden 

beneath the letter.”[53] He writes: “Brothers, 

those who do not know the Scriptures truly 

err, for as they do not know that ‘the letter 

kills, but the Spirit gives life…’”[54] He 

acknowledges instances in the Bible which 

seem opposed to the portrayal of any part of 

creation: “’…Beware lest you act lawlessly 

of a male or a female, a likeness of any beast 

that is upon the earth, a likeness of any 

winged bird.’”[55] However, he also identifies 

examples where God commands the children 

of Israel to make material representations of 

created objects. For example, God 

“prescribe[d] carved cherubim fashioned by 

human hands to overshadow the mercy 

seat.”[56] Similarly, He ordered Moses to 

depict what he saw on the mountain when 

creating the tabernacle. John provides 

copious references of individuals portraying 

aspects of reality at God’s command. He 

dissolves this contradiction by stressing that 

God forbade the creation of images at certain 

points because mankind had not yet reached 

a stage of maturity where it was immune to 

idolatrous tendencies. In this sense, God was 

not opposed to images in themselves but 

could recognize the way in which individuals 

may relate to them. John writes: 



Sheherzad Jamal 8 

“’For the law having a shadow of the 

good things to come, not being itself 

the image of the realities.’ If then the 

law prohibits images while being in 

itself a depiction of the image in 

advance, what shall we say? If the 

tabernacle is a shadow and the figure 

of a figure, how then can the law 

command that images be not 

drawn?”[57] 

  

Thus, the Bible is not contradicting itself, 

rather iconoclasts themselves misconstrue its 

true intent as it is impossible for “what the 

law orders to be made [to also be] prohibited 

by the law.”[58] 

            John uses the argument of people’s 

level of maturity (or immaturity) to point out 

that the forbidding of icons was strictly “for 

the Jews, on account of their sliding into 

idolatry, that these things were ordained by 

law.”[59] They 

“. . . too, used to have many different 

images and signs for the 

remembrance of God, before [they] 

were deprived of them because of 

[their] folly, namely, the Mosaic staff, 

the divinely–engraved tablets, the 

bush bedewed with fire, the rock dry 

yet giving water, the manna–bearing 

ark, the altar containing divine fire, 

the golden plate bearing the divine 

name, the ephod revealing God, the 

God–enshrouded tabernacle.”[60] 

  

In contrast, Christians recognized the 

foolishness of idolatry and are aware that 

“one should not worship, or offer the 

veneration of worship to creation instead of 

the Creator, but only to the One who 

fashioned all.”[61] As such, they have evolved 

to a point where they “are no longer children 

enslaved by the elements of the law as 

children, but [they are] being restored to 

perfect manhood . . .  [and] are nourished with 

solid food, no longer prone to idolatry.”[62] 

This cognizance of “what can be depicted and 

what cannot be delineated in an image”[63] 

allows Christian individuals to escape the 

problematic impulses of the Jews who did not 

have the same capacity for discernment. 

Here, he likens God to a physician who 

“knows not always to give the same remedy 

to all, but supplies to each one what is 

suitable, determining a medicine appropriate 

to place and disease and time, that is, season 

and condition and time of life.”[64] While 

John thought that Christians generally were 

not in danger of idolatry, he also believed that 

individuals themselves had the ability to use 

rationality and logic to comprehend the 

varied and evolving nature of divine 

communication. He imbues the individual 

with considerable agency alluding to their 

capacity to grasp complex theological 

phenomenon, to distinguish between the 

image and the archetype. 

            Finally, let us turn to his emphasis on 

preserving Church tradition, particularly the 

practice of venerating the saints. John notes 

that the icons of saints are necessary in two 

respects: they deserve honor as friends of 

God and they provide examples of good 

conduct. He maintains that because  

  

“. . . saints are the army of the Lord . 

. . they are heirs of God and co–heirs 

with Christ and partakers of the 

divine glory and kingdom, how shall 

not the friends of Christ be also fellow 

partakers on earth of his glory? ‘I do 

not call you slaves,’ says God, ‘you 

are my friends.’ O rash hand! O 

audacious opinion, rebelling against 

God and refusing to perform his 

commands.”[65] 

  

He contends that to offer veneration to the 

icons of Christ but not to the icons of saints 

betrays an underlying hypocrisy which 

contradicts biblical and church values. To 

him, 
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“. . . it is clear that [such persons] do 

not prohibit images, but rather the 

honor due to the saints, something 

that no one has ever dared to do or 

undertake with such brazenness . . . 

‘For I live,’ says the Lord, ‘and I shall 

glorify those who glorify me.’”[66] 

  

Moreover, he notes that the images of saints 

serve as continuous reminders of the persons 

“whose conduct we should look to and whose 

faith we should imitate.”[67] For John, these 

are irreplaceable components of patristic 

tradition[68] and to alter them is to create a 

problematic precedent which threatens other 

aspects of belief which also rely on tradition. 

“For what is small is not small, if it produces 

something big, so the slightest disturbance of 

the tradition of the Church that has held sway 

from the beginning is no small matter.”[69] 

The most noteworthy example of the 

importance of tradition’s connection to 

scripture has to do with the very nature of 

incarnation: 

“Where did you find clearly in the 

Old [Testament] or in the Gospel the 

name of the Trinity or homoousion or 

one nature of the divinity or three 

hypostaseis expressly or one 

hypostasis of Christ or two natures 

expressly? But nevertheless, since the 

holy Fathers define these [terms] 

from words found in Scripture that 

have the same force, we accept them 

and anathematize those who do not 

accept them.”[70] 

  

Throughout the text, John creates a 

framework for understanding the nature of 

images and, indeed, the nature of veneration, 

which affirms the internal consistency and 

constancy of Church tradition and divine 

scripture. “We shall not suffer different 

things to be thought at different times, 

changing with the seasons, and the faith to 

become the matter of ridicule and jest to 

ourselves.”[71] As a result, he develops a 

definition of the purpose of images and 

applies it to God and those closest to Him. 

The icon of the saint functions in the same 

way as the icon of Christ. While an individual 

worships Christ through his icon, he 

venerates the saint through the saint’s image. 

In both cases, he honors the subject of visual 

or figural representation rather than the 

object itself. John dismisses the idea that the 

veneration of the saint’s image is somehow 

the worship of the saint himself, as opposed 

to God. Again, he stresses the ability of 

persons to distinguish between various icons 

and alter their intent depending on which icon 

they venerate and in what situation. 

  

Theodore Abū Qurrah and the Defense of 

Icons 

Unlike John of Damascus, Theodore 

Abū Qurrah does not provide a clear 

definition of what he perceives to be an image 

in his tract, nor does he delineate the different 

forms of veneration. Instead, he basically 

adheres to the definition established by John. 

Most significantly, Abū Qurrah agrees that 

honoring an icon is fundamentally different 

from worshiping the physical material which 

constitutes it. He also recognizes an 

equivalency between written language and 

icons as expressions of divine knowledge and 

affirms that the incarnation is in itself the 

creation of an image: “. . . God’s speech . . . 

was but an icon for the incarnation of Christ, 

the eternal Word of God.”[72] A similar 

association is also made in the works of 

Ephrem the Syrian and Pseudo–Dionysus.[73] 

“. . . St. Athanasius said that for us 

believers, making prostration to God 

is not the same as making prostration 

to the icons; it is not like worshipping 

idols. Rather, with our prostration to 

icon or to cross, we undertake only to 

show love and affection for the 

person whose icon it is.”[74] 
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He accepts the general structure developed 

by John and articulates his views in a similar 

manner. However, in certain sections, his 

approach deviates from his predecessor, 

modifying how he interprets the theological 

arguments developed by John. In order to 

understand how this occurs there are certain 

areas which require closer examination: the 

context in which he wrote, his analysis of the 

role of the individual versus patristic 

tradition, and his conception of the icons of 

saints. Abū Qurrah’s changes are in 

themselves minor variations of John’s ideas. 

Yet, the implications they have 

fundamentally alter the relationship between 

God and the individual ultimately presented 

by each work. 

            It is especially important to consider 

the context in which Abū Qurrah was writing 

when he produced his tract on images. While 

John of Damascus’ three treatises are aware 

of the influence exerted by the Jewish 

tradition and certain interpretations of the 

Old Testament and were written while he 

lived in a Muslim territory, for the most part, 

his writings tend to focus on Byzantine 

iconoclasm and justifying icons within that 

tradition, responding to Christological 

arguments about the nature of veneration. 

Abū Qurrah also directs his arguments to a 

Christian audience. However, he seems 

largely disturbed by the problem of 

aniconism among the Christian populations 

of the East which he believes is precipitated 

by the contamination of established Church 

tradition by Jewish and Islamic influences. 

Therefore, he is more concerned with 

persuading individuals to continue the 

custom of venerating icons by discrediting 

the religious opponents of such practices, 

namely Jews and Muslims, than with 

engaging in debate about icons with other 

Christian theologians. Where “John is 

defending an article of faith, Theodore is 

meeting the problems faced by Christians in 

an Islamic country who want to continue the 

traditional, and public, cultic act of 

veneration of icons.”[75] He writes: 

  

“No one should be surprised at the 

Jew when he does not understand 

these things, because he is coarse and 

stupid . . . Rather, the surprise is that 

there are insane Christians turning 

away from the making the [sic] offer 

of prostration to the icon of Christ, 

and to the icons of the saints. These 

people do not doubt that the icon we 

have authenticated from the Old 

[Testament] accords with the 

interpretation we have given it. They 

think the old icon is worth the utmost 

honor, yet they are the ones fleeing 

from paying honor to the holy 

icons!”[76] 

  

At multiple points, Abū Qurrah asserts that 

Jewish and Islamic scholars are not merely 

opposed to the practice of venerating icons 

but also to the core aspects of Christian belief 

as a whole: the doctrine of the Trinity, the 

notion of baptism, communion, and so on.[77] 

He argues that Christians should not allow 

their own vision of religion to be corrupted 

by the beliefs of outsiders who do not just 

condemn images but Christianity itself. The 

Christians who accept the criticism of icons 

but reject other criticisms are, according to 

Abū Qurrah, being hypocritical. “How is that 

they have not dealt similarly with any other 

integral part of Christianity because people 

vilify it, but they have remained complacent 

with it, even though people are quick to find 

it loathsome.”[78] He goes on to highlight 

aspects of Judaism and Islam which are even 

more preposterous than the theology of 

images: 

  

“The marvel of those outsiders who 

believe in some of the scriptures sent 

down from God, is the fact that in 
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their own scriptures there are things 

similar to those features of 

Christianity, which the wise men of 

the world, whose minds are not all 

submissive to faith, find even more 

foolish than they find those features 

to be foolish . . . [such as] . . . ‘Be, and 

it becomes?’ (al–Baqarah II:117) . . . 

that the serpent spoke (Gen 3:1) . . . 

that Lot’s wife was changed into a 

pillar of salt (Gen 19:26) . . . that 

Jonah was in the belly of a whale for 

three days and three nights, and the 

whale spat him out alive and well (Jon 

1:7; 2:10) . . . and much more like 

this?”[79] 

  

Additionally, he argues that Jews and 

Muslims also believe in the notion of intent 

in acts of worship and cannot assume that 

Christians are introducing a foreign concept 

in their defense of icons. This is illustrated 

whenever a Muslim prays. “His two knees 

touch but the ground or a carpet, yet his 

prostration is conveyed only according to 

what he intends – to make an act of 

prostration to God.”[80] 

Although he criticizes passages from both the 

Quran and the Old Testament, he spends 

considerably more time trying to discredit the 

latter. Indeed, he “often rhetorically 

addresses his arguments to an unnamed 

Jew.”[81] Griffith notes that this could be 

because he was living in a Muslim territory 

and was wary of critiquing Islamic tradition 

too strongly: 

“In the Islamic milieu in which he 

wrote, Abū Qurrah avoided direct 

references to Muslims. Like other 

defenders of the icons, however, he 

frequently directs his arguments 

against the Jews, who were widely 

charged with being at the root of 

hostility to icons in the Christian 

community.”[82] 

  

Over the course of the treatise, Abū Qurrah 

recognizes that Jews themselves were 

commanded to venerate certain physical 

objects and through them to honor specific 

archetypes. For instance, “it is…incumbent 

upon [Jews] to make prostration to the four 

rivers coming out of Paradise, and to make 

[their] frustration in the direction of the 

sun.”[83]Similarly, “to make prostration to 

[the rock in Jerusalem] is incumbent upon 

[them], since [they] have been given proof 

that the act of prostration is sometimes by 

way of honor.”[84] Like John, Abū Qurrah 

claims that the passages of the Old Testament 

forbidding icons were due to God’s 

awareness that the Israelites had a tendency 

toward idolatry, a tendency which no longer 

afflicts Christian peoples. As  “. . . the 

Israelites had gone mad about worshipping 

idols if God had forthrightly given them 

permission to make prostration to images, 

they would have used God’s word as a 

pretext, and they would have run wild in 

worshipping idols.”[85] 

  

Abū Qurrah contends that this is the primary 

reason for the existence of certain ambiguous 

sections in the Bible. Christians were then 

able to interpret correctly only because they 

knew God’s intent. “He concealed the 

knowledge of this reality in all his scriptures, 

to become evident in his own good time.”[86] 

They alone possessed “the subtlety to 

understand this matter.”[87] 

            The second key feature of Abū 

Qurrah’s argument is the way he depicts the 

individual. While he values individual 

interpretation of scripture (as does John), the 

route he envisions for arriving at a particular 

interpretation is slightly different. He alludes 

to the “rule of reason”[88] multiple times, but 

he immediately subordinates rationality to 

faith. In contrast, John merges the two and 

argues that faith and rationality, if applied 

correctly, ultimately lead to the same 

conclusion, a conclusion supported by 
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patristic tradition. Abū Qurrah, in placing 

faith above reason, implicitly divorces the 

two concepts. To him, 

“anyone who has not attained the 

stature of a man in understanding 

spiritual things, must build on the 

foundation of fate and submit to 

whatever has become current practice 

in the church from the apostles, in the 

matter of the prostration made to the 

holy icons, or anything else. In faith 

there is insight.”[89] 

  

He reduces the role of the individual and 

converts what could be an interaction 

between man and divine scripture, facilitated 

by patristic tradition, into an interaction 

between patristic tradition and scripture, 

where the individual is largely irrelevant. 

This framework does not present faith as a 

confirmation of individual reality and truth 

but as a set of external beliefs which the 

individual is called upon to accept. Abū 

Qurrah dismisses rational wisdom: “Clearly, 

earthly wisdom is animalish, and the 

animalish person does not understand 

spiritual things.”[90] On the other hand, John 

explains the internal consistencies of faith in 

terms of “earthly wisdom” and emphasizes 

the logical progression of his views in favor 

of venerating icons. This discrepancy 

between the two men’s writings can be 

understood through their divergent purposes 

in writing their respective treatises. Abū 

Qurrah’s primary motive was to convince 

Christians to resist Judaic and Islamic 

customs. As he was more concerned with 

unifying persons around a shared faith than in 

resolving internal contradictions within that 

faith, his argument tends to limit space for the 

complexities which would inevitably arise 

from numerous individual interactions with 

theology. He maintains that 

“In all that he professes, every 

Christian must take a firm stand on 

the inside of faith. Surely every one of 

the Christians to do so knows that for 

those accepting it, Christianity was 

proved true only by the miracles that 

the disciples worked in the name of 

Jesus Christ. Thereby reason judged 

correctly that they deserved that 

everything that they taught should be 

accepted.”[91] 

  

Thus, he prioritizes patristic tradition at the 

expense, to some degree, of individual 

agency. 

            The third aspect of Abū Qurrah’s 

work which deserves closer inspection is his 

conception of the icons of saints. Here, Abū 

Qurrah advances an argument which has no 

equivalent basis in the works of his 

predecessor. While John stresses the 

importance of honoring saints as friends and 

companions of God, he does not necessarily 

distinguish between the icons of Christ and 

saints. In his view, they both have the same 

objective: they act as a physical 

representation of a person or object through 

which an individual can honor that subject. 

The icon itself has no power beyond its 

symbolic function. Abū Qurrah alters that 

dynamic and argues that the icons of saints 

are special because they intercede with God 

on behalf of those who venerate them. “These 

people act as one’s proxies at the king’s door, 

securing one's needs for him, in his absence 

or in his presence.”[92] So “whoever honors 

the saints, no doubt deserves the greatest 

reward from the God of the saints and the 

saints become his representatives at God’s 

gate. They raise up his prayers, strengthen 

them, and ask for their fulfillment from the 

Lord in his behalf.”[93] 

  

The icon ceases to be a passive object. It no 

longer serves a merely representational 

value, reflecting an individual’s desire to 

honor a divine subject. On the contrary, it 

begins to mediate exchange between people 

and the saints they choose to venerate, 
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converting the simple act of honoring a saint 

into a more complex exchange. People may 

choose to venerate certain saints over others 

depending on who they believe can guarantee 

their desires. If the icon has the capacity to do 

this, it makes the image not merely a focal 

point for divine contemplation but an object 

which has some power intrinsic to it. This 

echoes the view which precipitated 

iconoclast backlash to begin with. As 

Brubaker writes, iconoclasm rejected the 

belief that images or relics of the saint “had 

the same ‘real presence’ as the complete 

body.”[94]  According to Abū Qurrah’s 

assessment, images of saints “are shown 

poised to receive the petitions of the 

faithful.”[95] In such a vision, the role of God 

is altered. Abū Qurrah maintains that 

“The magnanimity [of God] has 

surpassed all imagination, that he 

should withhold his mercy from his 

servants until his friends would elicit 

it from him for them, as if he were 

making praise for his loved ones as 

much of a requirement as it is for 

himself, and even more…How many 

times is it mentioned in the scriptures 

that God was done on account of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – after 

their demise!”[96] 

  

This version of God seems more human than 

divine in His desire for attention. He no 

longer comes across as a divine being aware 

of and responding to the intrinsic needs of 

human beings but as a kind of figure more 

concerned with the popularity of His 

companions. It also makes venerating saints 

no longer a complementary aspect of 

individual worship but an integral component 

to it. 

  

The Role of the Individual and the Nature 

of Divinity 

Having separately traced the evolution of 

John and Abū Qurrah’s narratives, we 

understand how their varied conceptions of 

the relationship between man and God 

formed. In particular, there are certain areas 

where differences in their approaches are 

most pronounced: the degree to which they 

emphasize the incarnation, their views of the 

icons of saints, and the problem of individual 

agency. The main difference between the 

approach that John of Damascus has toward 

the incarnation as compared to Abū Qurrah is 

that the former makes the idea of God’s 

consent the centerpiece of his argument. He 

views God’s decision to come to earth as 

Christ as the fundamental justification for 

images. His treatises legitimize the creation, 

and consequently the veneration, of icons 

because God allowed Himself to be 

perceived in the figure of Christ. This 

“supersessionist treatment of the relationship 

between the Old and New Covenant”[97] 

necessitates a reevaluation of pertinent 

theological questions, especially those 

involving icons. As such, the reinterpretation 

of scripture is vindicated, to some extent, by 

the physical manifestation of Christ. Jaś 

Elsner affirms that 

“The icon is ontologically validated 

through its Incarnational participation 

in Christ’s two natures, and it is 

through its quality as matter – fully 

accessible to humanity – that its 

access to Christ’s divine nature is 

made possible. The Christology both 

justifies the icon on ontological 

grounds as acceptable and gives it its 

epistemological position as conduit 

by which one may know God”[98] 

  

Furthermore, from the perspective of icons, 

John situates the incarnation as God 

recognizing and responding to a basic human 

need, namely the need to comprehend an 

infinite, inconceivable divinity in human 

terms. Within this framework, the character 

of God is presented as an involved, 

affectionate deity sensitive to the needs of 
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mankind and willing to engage with it. Since 

“man is a derivative and relative creature . . . 

[this] . . . is based on the unique relationship 

between God and man established at the time 

of the creation.”[99] In contrast, Abū Qurrah 

does not focus on the incarnation and barely 

mentions it, aside from a few slight allusions. 

The reluctance to adopt this aspect of John’s 

argument may be because of the context in 

which he is writing. As Griffith noted earlier, 

Abū Qurrah did not want to instigate the 

Muslim populations given that he was living 

in Arab–controlled territory. Therefore, he 

tends to avoid direct references to Christ as 

God incarnate. However, regardless of the 

possible justification for this omission, the 

inevitable effect is that his tract portrays a 

detached version of God, removed from the 

immediate realm of human affairs. 

            Abū Qurrah further heightens this 

separation between man and God when he 

analyzes the icons of saints. Here, his vision 

departs appreciably from John of Damascus. 

While John considers the images of saints to 

serve the same purpose as the icons of Christ, 

Abū Qurrah argues that they have an intrinsic 

purpose aside from being mere 

representations. Essentially, venerating the 

icon of a particular saint awakens that saint to 

intercede on behalf of the supplicant with 

God. Abū Qurrah notes that often God does 

not respond to the prayers of individuals until 

they venerate a saint, thereby ensuring saints 

receive the honor God believes is their due. 

This view severely undermines the claims 

made by both John and Abū Qurrah himself 

that the icon has no power of its own, it is 

merely a focal point designed to symbolize 

the archetype itself or to encourage 

contemplation of divine phenomenon. 

Hence, the irrelevance of its materiality. 

However, if the icon is a means of 

communicating with saints, it has some 

inherent authority. It is no longer a passive 

illustration of a subject but a direct line to that 

subject, capable of persuading it to take 

certain actions. Individuals may choose to 

venerate saints whom they believe they are 

more capable of influencing or are closer to 

God. It renders the act of honoring a saint into 

a kind of transactional relationship, where 

veneration itself is a currency. At its core, this 

outlook makes the image of the saint a 

conduit for communicating with God. In this 

situation, the view that there is a “difference 

[in] essence between image and 

prototype”[100] is weakened. Additionally, the 

notion of a deity who withholds its aid, 

despite knowing the desperation of the 

suppliant, conflicts with the interpretation put 

forward by John. In John’s framework, God 

continually responds to the psychological 

desires of human beings, most significantly 

through the incarnation which allows Him - 

and by extension His divinity - to be depicted 

and understood in the language of images. On 

the other hand, Abū Qurrah portrays the 

opposite: a God more concerned with His 

own needs, rather than those of His followers. 

            Aside from John of Damascus and 

Abū Qurrah’s attitudes toward the figure of 

God, they also take conflicting approaches to 

the problem of individual agency. While both 

men place substantial emphasis on the act of 

interpreting - and in some cases 

reinterpreting - scripture, they have slightly 

different visions as to who is responsible for 

this reinterpretation. John adopts a two–

pronged approach, whereby both the 

individual and the patristic tradition have the 

right to engage with biblical texts. To him, 

although tradition as a whole is unlikely to be 

mistaken, both individuals and Church 

fathers are susceptible to misreading the true 

intent behind certain passages (such as may 

have been the case with Epiphanius the 

Great).[101] Despite his support of patristic 

tradition, John continually asserts that it is an 

individual’s right and duty to further their 

understanding of divine knowledge. To this 

end, he stresses the importance of combining 

faith and reason when attempting to 
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comprehend the inherent meaning of spiritual 

texts, highlighting how the words of God 

have an internal cohesion and consistency. 

His own analysis makes use of Aristotelian 

and Neoplatonist notions of rationality and 

logic to defend icon veneration.[102] The 

individual is not merely the passive recipient 

of faith, but an active agent involved in a 

search for divine truth. The incarnation 

enables the use of faith and the physical 

senses to understand and rationalize the 

nature of divinity. For John, 

“. . . since human beings are related to 

both the spiritual and the material 

realms, their thought necessarily 

reflects both realms. While he 

acknowledged that some thought 

processes in human learning are 

limited to intellectual apprehension 

alone, he asserted that stimuli from 

and memory of the sensible realm are 

necessary components of the full 

spectrum of human thought. This is 

not, for him, a regrettable limitation 

on an intellect aspiring to its proper 

disembodied state, but rather a 

manifestation of true human liberty: 

united in a good creation to the 

material realm, humans have their 

thought processes shaped by that 

realm.”[103] 

  

Abū Qurrah also mentions the importance of 

reason in reading spiritual texts. Yet, for the 

most part, his argument is concerned with 

established custom. He presents an 

acceptance of Church tradition as the only 

rational course of action. Compared to John, 

he does not make space for more complex 

interactions between a person and their view 

of their own faith. This can be understood as 

an outcome of his purpose in writing the tract: 

to unify Christian people around a single 

doctrine. As a result, the act of seeking God 

is converted into an inactive acceptance of 

what happens to be the existing norm, serving 

to widen the distance between man and the 

divine, because neither entity is actively 

attempting to know or pursue the other. His 

construction of the theology of images does 

not have “a multivalent character,”[104] 

seeking merely to “convince recalcitrant 

Christians of the legitimacy of their practice 

of venerating images.”[105] 

  

Conclusion 

            Having looked at their respective 

visions of the relationship between icons and 

worship, it becomes clear that John of 

Damascus and Abū Qurrah are not repeating 

or repackaging the same argument, but really 

have very different ideas of the individual vis 

à vis the divine. To some extent, these 

variations can be understood as products of 

the societies in which they were writing and, 

more importantly, who they were writing for. 

However, regardless of why they differ from 

each other, they both have divergent views of 

the relationship between man and God. While 

John visualizes the individual as an active 

agent engaging with the word of God and 

patristic tradition, Abū Qurrah makes 

tradition central to his argument at the 

expense of human agency. Similarly, the 

absence of a Christological basis, through the 

incarnation, for venerating icons of Christ 

from his tract reduces the degree to which 

God takes part in human affairs and responds 

to human needs. In this respect, although he 

affirms many of the positions first expressed 

by John, it would be inaccurate to define Abū 

Qurrah merely as his intellectual or spiritual 

heir. He transforms John’s basic ideas and 

applies them in fundamentally different 

ways. The divergence is clearest in the case 

of the icons of saints. John presents them as 

sources of inspiration or men worthy of 

reverence because of their closeness to God. 

Abū Qurrah makes these images components 

of worship, possessing agency of their own. 

Such variations in their arguments not only 

alter the character of man and of God, but 
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also how they should theoretically interact 

with each other. This mutation changes 

foundational elements of John’s narrative and 

while the two write within the same 

iconophile tradition, they approach the issue 

from distinct theological conceptions of the 

value of individual activity and divine 

engagement with the mortal world. 
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Ottoman Conflicts: Depiction vs. Description in the Battles of Lepanto and Mohacs 

 

MAEVE SILK, Georgetown University 

Abstract: 

This article examines various artistic and written depictions and descriptions of the Battles 

of Lepanto and Mohacs. Considering a wide variety of sources from multiple perspectives within 

and outside of the Ottoman Empire, it analyzes consistencies and inconsistencies found within the 

different primary and secondary sources. The article also uses methods of art history survey to 

investigate visual works representing competing forces, studying both the imagery of the works and 

the context of their creation. In all, this investigation considers the ways in which the various 

elements and biases of these visual and written retellings are illustrative of the sociopolitical position 

of their authors or artists, as well as larger trends within the time period and regions. The article 

concludes that religious tension and state power were among the most common forces influencing 

these descriptions and artistic works. 
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Background 

Oftentimes, modern historians are 

reliant on a few existing primary and 

secondary sources to understand important 

events from the past. While in most cases 

written documents, such as letters or official 

government documentation, serve as 

sources for these points of information, art 

depicting these events can also provide 

significant insight to aid in their study. 

Throughout the reign of the Ottoman 

Empire, art creation was widespread. 

Contact with other cultures through trade 

led to adoption and experimentation with 

different styles. Ottoman painters, for 

instance, developed their practice by 

incorporating multiple Western conventions 

into their painting.1 In addition, in the 

European nations who participated in cross-

cultural trade with the Ottomans, the 

influence of Islamic styles of art and 

architecture is seen to span across 

centuries.2 While much of this Islamic art 

was decorative or religious in nature, it also 

did not shy away from depictions of leaders, 

political events, and, in particular 

significance to this discussion, military 

conflicts. Examining the combination of 

works created by Ottoman artists and 

European artists in tandem with written 

sources from both sides of these clashes 

creates an interesting mechanism for their 

historical study. Discrepancies between 

these mediums point to clear areas of 

contention, while commonalities can 

provide deeper support for certain 

interpretations of events. In what follows, I 

will examine artistic depictions and written 

descriptions of two of those key conflicts 

between the Ottomans and European 

nations, the Battles of Lepanto and Mohacs, 

and consider how these sources do not serve 

as unbiased retellings, but instead work 

together to illustrate themes of larger 

political agendas and religious viewpoints 

of the societies in which they were created. 

 

The Battle of Lepanto 

Fought in 1571, the Battle of Lepanto 

represented a key point of victory for 

European Christians and marked a significant 

moment in the gradual downfall of the 

Ottoman Empire. A.C. Hess writes that many 

historians believe the outcome at Lepanto 

“not only settled the old struggle that had 

broken out between Muslims and Christians 

after the fall of the Roman Empire [but] also 

began an epoch in which the Mediterranean 

no longer occupied a central position in the 

events that would mould Europe,” as 

authority over the key territory was returned 

to Europeans from the Ottoman Empire.3 

After the Great Siege of Malta in 1565, 

powerful Christian European nations 

recognized the need for unification in their 

opposition to the Ottomans, despite existing 

divisions between them. Losing Lepanto 

would be particularly devastating to 

crusading European forces, as its location 

represented a “key bastion facing the East.”4 

The European army, which included navies 

from members of the Holy League under the 

direction of Pope Pius V, was outfitted with 

larger firepower of 1,334 guns; meanwhile, 

the Ottomans had only 741. The Europeans 

surpassed the Ottomans in numbers as well.5 

During the attack, a massive fleet of 

European soldiers boarded and attacked the 

Ottomans' galleys from their ships until the 

Ottomans were forced to abandon their 

attack, losing key sea trade access, suffering 

large numbers of casualties, and ceding 

access to the territory of Lepanto to the 

Venetians. Adding insult to injury, Ottoman 

commander Müezzenzade Ali Pasha was 

killed, and his head was carried on a spike by 

the Spanish forces. The Ottomans’ naval 

difficulties led to the destruction of many 

ships in their fleet and were to a large extent 

responsible for their defeat.6 
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The Battle of Lepanto: Literary Depictions 

One description of the Battle of 

Lepanto can be found in The Turkish History 

by Richard Knolles, which was first published 

in 1603. It is one of the first significant 

accounts of the Ottoman Empire in the English 

language. Interestingly, Knolles initially refers 

to Lepanto as the “ancient city of Naupactum,” 

adding later in a note that the same city is also 

referred to as Lepanto.7 By leading with the 

ancient Venetian name for the city, Knolles 

affirms that he is writing for a European, rather 

than Ottoman audience, which would have 

known the city by its Turkish name of Inebahti 

or Aynabhti. This sets the stage for his later 

description and justification of the outcome of 

the Battle of Lepanto. In his actual description 

of the battle, Knolles describes it as “a right 

horrible spectacle to see” with the “sea stained 

with blood, and covered with dead bodies, 

weapons, and the fragments of the broken 

bodies.”8 Knolles utilizes this gory imagery to 

emphasize the brutality of the battle and the 

difficulty faced by European soldiers. He goes 

on to discuss the outcome and effects of the 

battle in more detail, writing that “besides the 

great number of them that were slain, and 

beaten into the sea; many of the Turks were 

blinded with feare, casting away their 

weapons'' and throwing “themselves headlong 

into the sea.”9 By highlighting both the large 

number of the Turkish soldiers and their 

alleged cowardice, Knolles affirms the 

prevailing opinions of his European audience, 

supporting the belief in both the significant 

strength and superiority of character of the 

European Christians over the Ottoman 

Muslims. 

Another interesting literary source is 

a poem written by King James VI of Scotland 

during his reign, which served as his reaction 

to and memorialization of the Battle of 

Lepanto. Written in the wake of the battle in 

1585 and published in 1591, King James 

VI’s The Lepanto adopts the structure of a 

narrative poem describing epic heroism and 

recounting the Battle of Lepanto from start to 

finish. Solely portraying the battle as a 

Christian victory, King James begins by 

describing the battle as a “bloodie” and 

“[long] doubtsome fight, with slaughter 

huge/And wounded manifold,”10 continuing 

the trend of European authors emphasizing 

the battle’s length and gore. Additionally, 

King James makes a special effort in his 

introductory stanza to justify the Europeans’ 

role in the battle, writing that “The Turke had 

conquest Cyprus Ile/And all their lands that 

lay/Without the bounds of Italie,”11 

emphasizing the belief that the territory 

rightfully belonged to the Italians. In his 

descriptions of the troops arriving at Lepanto 

from European countries such as Spain, 

Italy, and France, King James focuses on 

their large numbers, in “thousands” of 

soldiers, and their impressive attributes, 

including “glistring armes” which no “match 

to them could mak.”12 Furthermore, he also 

weighs in on the motivation of Christian 

European soldiers, describing many of them 

as “voluntaires of conscience” who “would 

no wages haue.”13 In contrast to his lengthy 

meditation on the superior armament and 

character of the Christian soldiers, King 

James only describes the Muslim Ottoman 

army the following way: “Then SELYM sent 

a nauie out/Who wanderd without rest/Whill 

time into LEPANTOES gulfe/they all their 

Ankers kest.”14 This reinforces his goal of 

depicting the battle as a great Christian 

victory. 

In his description of the battle itself, 

King James makes countless references to the 

Christian God “[weighing] in Heauen, The 

Christian faults with faithlesse Turkes”15 in 

order to help the allegedly outnumbered 

Europeans prevail against the Ottoman 

empire. This narrative choice serves to 

further hone in on the miraculous nature of 

the event’s outcome. King James goes on to 

describe the European soldiers in battle, 

writing that “Soldats neuer ceast/To kill, or 

wound at least”16 despite their “small 

Artillerie.”17 Throughout his poem, King 



 
 
     Maeve Silk 22 

James, at times contradicting himself, 

describes the Europeans as being at once both 

the underdogs, and the more valiant soldiers. 

In this way, King James manages to entertain 

his readers and affirm the European 

understanding of the Battle of Lepanto as a 

victory for both Christian countries and God. 
  
The Battle of Lepanto: Visual Depictions  

In addition to the literary sources 

considered above, The Battle of Lepanto is 

also widely depicted in works of art. Through 

their iconography, these works tend to frame 

the battle as a religious conflict rather than a 

geopolitical or territorial one. One example 

of such famous portrayals of the battle are 

Giorgio Vasari’s Lepanto Frescoes,18 which 

depict the battle in numerous scenes. Painted 

in the immediate aftermath of the battle in 

1572-73 and displayed in the Vatican, these 

paintings emphasize the link between 

Christian victory and religion, while also 

focusing on the combat logistics of the 

massive naval battle. The artist, Giorgio 

Vasari, an Italian painter who had previously 

embarked on numerous projects for Catholic 

churches across Italy, was commissioned by 

the Vatican to create a representation of the 

victory at Lepanto. Before beginning the 

painting process, Vasari worked diligently to 

learn about the events of the battle, hiring 

eyewitnesses of the battle to share their 

accounts with him and studying “prints, 

maps and commemorative medals.”19 

Vasari’s Lepanto Frescoes are imbued with 

Christian iconography, emphasizing the 

divine significance of the battle. In his fresco 

Cosigning of the Papal Battle Standard to 

Don Giovanni of Austria (1572)20 Vasari 

documents the Pope’s blessing of the 

Christian commander through the exchange 

of his standard. Although the design of the 

standard contains some inaccuracies,21 the 

dramatized scene, featuring a large, rapt 

crowd and angels overseeing the ritual, 

continues the theme of underscoring the 

religious nature of the conflict, as seen in 

written sources. 

In Vasari’s next fresco, Confrontation 

of the Christian and Turkish Fleet,22 the battle 

is portrayed in more detail but religious 

iconography and stylized images still 

dominate. Ships in the background seemingly 

stretch into the horizon, consistently with the 

written reports that the Battle of Lepanto was 

a naval battle with an unprecedentedly high 

number of ships. Furthermore, Vasari also 

correctly depicts the orientation of the ships, 

which were “stationed far enough apart to 

ensure they did not drift into each other, and 

within each unit the galleys were chained 

together, forcing the enemy to sail around 

them rather than cut through their midst.”23 

The terrain in the landscape background is 

also accurate, as Vasari based it on map prints 

of the area by cartographers and reports of the 

battle.24 However, Vasari’s agenda is not only 

to show the layout of the battle; he also 

includes fantastic elements, such as 

personifications of the members of the Holy 

League and a skeleton representing death.25 

Through these additions, Vasari reaffirms the 

European belief in the high number of 

Ottoman casualties achieved by the 

formidable Christian European forces.  

Another depiction of the Battle of 

Lepanto can be found in the Allegory of the 

Battle of Lepanto by Paolo Caliari detto 

Paolo Veronese (1588).26 Veronese was a 

Venetian painter, famous for his work in 

local churches and a fresco series which 

praised the city of Venice displayed in the 

Ducal Palace.27 Just like Vasari’s frescoes, 

this work portrays the Battle of Lepanto as a 

grand Christian victory attained with divine 

assistance.28 Centering on Venice’s role in 

the battle, the artist represents the venetian 

fleet by “a woman dressed in white, 

introduced to the Virgin by Saint Justina and 

Saint Mark, while Saint Peter and Saint Roch 

are on the left.”29 This emphasis on Venice is 

consistent with the historical significance of 

the city of Lepanto, which was a part of 
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Venice before it fell to the Ottomans. It is 

also undoubtedly influenced by the painter’s 

personal background as an Italian painter 

whose oeuvre is dominated by Christian 

subject matter. Such influence is evidenced, 

for instance, in Calliari’s use of light to depict 

European forces as having the support of 

God. Contrasting sections of light and 

darkness extend down from the cloud which 

houses religious figures: “the bright, 

beneficent rays [...] single out the victors’ 

ships while dark shadows seem to inexorably 

torment the ships of the ‘enemies.’”30 By 

drawing on Christian iconography and 

incorporating Catholic figures, Veronese’s 

portrayal of the battle centers itself on 

Lepanto’s cultural significance rather than its 

militaristic details. 

Martin Rota’s engravings display a 

more factual and less religiously motivated 

portrayal of the Battle of Lepanto.31 In View 

of the Battle of Lepanto (1572),32 the entirety 

of the battle is portrayed from an expansive, 

heightened, and greatly detailed view. The 

engraving depicts countless naval ships, 

infantry struggles, weaponry, and ocean 

debris from the destruction of galleys that are 

all consistent with the events of the battle. 

Although there are a few more stylized 

elements emphasizing the magnitude of the 

battle, including billows of smoke from 

cannons and classical gods and mythical 

figures in the corners, the core image of the 

battle itself remains true to the written reports 

and relatively unbiased in its view. Rota’s 

other engraving relating to the Battle of 

Lepanto, Allegory of the Battle of Lepanto,33 

created in 1571, provides a slightly more 

political take on the conflict. Instead of 

showcasing an accurate portrait of the battle 

itself, Allegory of the Battle of Lepanto shows 

a caged Turk being attacked by a variety of 

animals, including a lion and an eagle, 

traditional evangelical symbols in 

Catholicism. Though humorous, the message 

of this emblematic work is clear: the Turks 

suffered a great loss to the European armies 

at Lepanto. The work refrains from 

moralizing or including a direct depiction of 

divine intervention and focuses more on 

reporting the battle’s outcome than 

memorializing its victory. Rather than 

serving as pieces of an ivory tower 

commemorating glorious religious or 

military victory, Rota’s engravings, which 

circulated more widely as prints, were able to 

spread a factual story about the Battle of 

Lepanto to a wide audience across 

Christendom. 

  
The Battle of Mohacs 

  Many of the written, literary, and 

artistic depictions of the Battle of Mohacs are 

markedly different in tone and style than those 

of the Battle of Lepanto. Still, the language 

and content choices of these depictions 

reinforce similar political and religious 

agendas, although with slightly different 

techniques. The Battle of the Mohacs occurred 

in 1526 and was fought between the Ottomans 

and the Hungarians. This decisive victory for 

the Ottomans became their gateway into 

Hungary and further European conquests. The 

Ottoman forces - traveling from 

Constantinople - included sipahis, or cavalry 

forces, and Janissaries, and were for more 

numerous than the Hungarian forces. The 

Ottomans utilized cannons and handguns, but 

many soldiers also wielded bows and 

arrows.34 The Habsurg forces, on the other 

hand, led by King Louis II, were comprised of 

“a mixed army of cavalry and infantry (about 

sixteen thousand and ten thousand men, 

respectively) armed with handguns, pikes, and 

large shields of the Bohemian type.”35 When 

the two forces met, the Ottomans quickly 

gained advantage through the actions of the 

Janissaries, who prevented the Hungarians 

from gaining access to the Ottoman cannons.36 

This battle emblematized the downfall of the 

Hungarian kingdom, best exemplified by the 

death of King Louis II of Hungary, which 

occurred during the conflict. These events also 

paved the way for later Ottoman victories 
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throughout Hungary, as Suleyman and his 

army headed towards Buda, which was later 

captured in 1541. 

 

The Battle of Mohacs: Literary Depictions 

  Eyewitness accounts of the Battle of 

Mohacs provide insight into some of the key 

points and characteristics of the battle, while 

also describing its atmosphere and offering 

reactions. Suleyman discussed the conflict in 

his own diary, writing that there was a 

“massacre of prisoners” by the Ottomans in 

the wake of the battle, and that on the day that 

the battle concluded, the “rain fell in 

torrents.”37 These are interesting details of the 

events which are not portrayed in the historical 

visual depictions. Furthermore, these 

admissions show that, in his records, 

Suleyman does not shy away from discussing 

cruel behavior of the Ottomans during battle, 

which are typically not shown in Turkish 

depictions of events. After the conclusion of 

the battle, Suleyman writes: “Rest at Mohacs; 

20,0000 Hungarian infantry and 4,000 of their 

cavalry buried.”38 In Suleyman’s description 

there is a clear focus on the positive outcome 

of the battle. 

Another witness to the Battle of 

Mohacs was the German Johannes 

Cuspinianius, who focused his discussion of 

the conflict on his criticism of Hungarian 

forces in his 1526 text Rousing speech to the 

Holy Roman Empire’s princes and 

dignitaries, that they should launch a war 

against the Ottomans.39 Cuspinianius, who 

was employed as an envoy by Habsburg 

leadership during his lifetime, describes the 

Hungarian soldiers at the battle as an 

“indolent” and “dozing” group of 

“imbeciles” containing “no steady men.”40 

This view of the Hungarian soldiers seems to 

directly contradict a more romantic view of 

the Hungarian defeat and the Ottoman blame 

in later Hungarian historical understanding 

and art. However, this opinion about 

Hungarian deficiencies was not widespread; 

Stephen Brodarics directly disputes it in his 

work The True Story of the Battle of Mohacs 

Between the Hungarians and the Ottoman 

Emperor Sulieman, published in 1527. In 

this treatise, Brodarics, who was the 

Hungarian Royal Chancellor at the time, 

reminds Cuspinianius that the “Hungarians 

had defended Christian society for the last 

five hundred years with their own blood” and 

posits that the soldiers, though defeated, 

fought valiantly.41 As an eyewitness to the 

battle, Brodarics was able to provide much 

detail about the conflict. He wrote that “the 

battle took place on a plain area” and that “an 

elevation was in front of the Hungarian 

army” nearby “a small village with a 

church.”42 This description of the landscape 

does not completely align with the paintings 

of the battle, which show colorful landscapes 

with rolling hills and varying topography 

while providing no indication of a village 

anywhere nearby. 

As news of the outcome of the Battle 

of Mohacs gradually spread throughout 

Europe, descriptions of the battle turned more 

and more dire. In a letter written on 

September 18, 1526, to the secretary of 

Henry VIII - Sir Brian Tuke - British Bishop 

John Hacket describes the first news of the 

Battle of Mohacs. Hacket writes that, 

according to a witness to that battle who was 

now “at Francf[urt],” on August 29 “the Turk 

had defeated the King, who escaped with 

only four men.”43 At this point, the news of 

King Louis II’s death had not yet been 

confirmed, but reports of the battle were 

already focused on emphasizing the dramatic 

loss of life amidst European soldiers and 

dangers posed by the advancing Ottomans. 

Two days later, Francis I, the King of France 

at the time, wrote to King Henry VIII that 

during the battle, Suleyman “had in his army 

300,000 men, and sent forward to the first 

engagement 70,000 men” as well as “30,000 

horses.”44 These figures, while perhaps not 

completely accurate, underscore the role that 

the massive size of the Ottoman army played 

in its success. (It is noteworthy that the 
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significant use of horses by the Ottomans is 

also present in visual depictions of the battle.) 

Francis I then goes on to describe the battle 

in more detail, writing that the “Turks began 

the attack, and met with a rather hot 

reception. When they came near the Turkish 

guns they divided into wings. For a whole 

hour the firing was furious, and the 

Hungarians were routed, with great slaughter 

of bishops, lords, and great men.”45 This 

description of the battle recognizes that it was 

not a landslide victory for the Ottomans, 

while simultaneously framing the massacre 

of Hungarians by the Turks as an evil act. 

Francis I then concludes by explaining that, 

after winning the battle, “the Turks refreshed 

themselves three days, and then went about 

carrying rapine and slaughter” as they 

continued to move through Hungary into 

Europe.”46 Here we are able to see yet again 

a desire to excite paranoia around what 

Suleyman’s victory at the Battle of Mohacs 

meant for the security of the rest of Europe. 

  
The Battle of Mohacs: Visual Depictions 

In the sixteenth century, Turkish 

miniatures were utilized to commemorate 

significant military conflicts such as the Battle 

of Mohacs and focused more on political than 

religious power. As seen in The Battle of 

Mohacs, a Turkish miniature from Seyyid 

Loqman’s Hunername II created in 1589,47 

these miniatures, like the other works 

discussed in this article, referenced the size 

and grandeur of the military. The horses and 

armor portrayed in the painting are consistent 

with the dress of Ottoman soldiers during this 

battle, and the spear-like weapons depicted are 

an accurate portrayal of those used by the 

Ottomans in the Battle of Mohacs.48 Perhaps 

the most notable figure in the painting, the 

Sultan, speaks to the painting’s larger agenda. 

The sultan is comparatively larger in size than 

others in the scene and occupies the center of 

the image. Ceremonial guards surround the 

Sultan, who is sitting in an elegant, courtly 

stance.49 This is markedly different from the 

European depictions of the victory at the 

Battle of Lepanto, which prefer to spotlight 

religious figures and symbols over political 

leaders. This theme is further reinforced by the 

miniature’s presence in Hunername II, a book 

dedicated to cataloging the accomplishments 

of Ottoman rulers, one of many in this genre. 

A similar depiction of the Battle of 

Mohacs is found in Suleiman I as Victor over 

Hungarians at Battle of Mohacs, another 

Turkish miniature painted during the sixteenth 

century in the wake of the eponymous battle.50 

This painting does not picture Suleyman as 

prominently as The Battle of Mohacs. Here, he 

is the same size as the warriors in his army, 

with the same register, and is only visible in 

the center of the crowd of soldiers. Indeed, he 

can only be located after a close inspection of 

the scene. 

Although this miniature celebrates a 

stunning victory for the Ottomans, it does not 

disregard the casualties of the battle. At the 

bottom of the battle landscape, a few horses 

can be seen kneeling with their erstwhile 

Ottoman riders lying on the ground next to 

them, evidently dead. Although the few dead 

soldiers shown constitute a minor detail and 

are nowhere near proportional to the actual 

casualties of the battle, their inclusion in this 

victory painting is intriguing. Such an element 

is not as clearly visible in the other Turkish 

miniature or victory paintings of Lepanto, or 

many of the Ottoman descriptions of the 

battle, both of which focus more on the 

Ottomans’ successes in battle to the exclusion 

of their own casualties. 

Similarly to The Battle of Mohacs, 

Suleiman I as Victor over Hungarians at 

Battle of Mohacs features a relatively 

accurate depiction of Ottoman dress and 

weaponry during the battle, including 

cannons, swords, uniforms, and armor. A 

hallmark of Turkish miniature battle-

paintings from the sixteenth century is their 

“preference for illustrating chronicles and 

histories in a factual manner,” including 

details such as accurate “costume and 
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uniforms” and “armies … drawn up in 

serried ranks.”51 However, both The Battle of 

Mohacs and Suleiman I as Victor over 

Hungarians at Battle of Mohacs also include 

purely stylistic elements, such as horses 

shown in fantastical colors and aesthetic 

landscape elements. The stylized rolling 

hills, rather than explicitly referencing the 

difficulty of the battle terrain, instead 

envisage the vast landscape of the battle and 

speak to the far distances the Ottomans 

traveled to reach it. These characteristics of 

Turkish miniature paintings speak to their 

role both as decorations and as historical 

records, while also glorifying the military 

power of Suleyman and the Ottoman forces. 

A later depiction of the Battle of 

Mohacs speaks to the Hungarian perspective 

on the conflict, diverging sharply from the 

Ottoman miniature painting. Hungarian artist 

Bertalan Székely’s The Battle of Mohács 

(1862) provides a romanticized view of the 

tragedy centuries after it was experienced. 

This painting differs from the other artworks 

discussed in this article because it was created 

centuries after the battle occurred and because 

it represents the viewpoint of the conflict’s 

loser rather than victor. These distinctions 

give us additional insight into how 

perspectives on the battle developed over 

time. In the foreground of the painting,52 slain 

Hungarian soldiers lay dead, while hordes of 

Ottoman troops celebrate in the distance. 

Other details including the “dirty and 

dangerous marsh, the clouded sky, the fire in 

the background, all express the hopeless 

situation of the country” and underscore the 

human cost of the battle.53 Rather than trying 

to frame the conflict as a success, The Battle 

of Mohács emphasizes the ways in which the 

battle was a failure for the Hungarian military. 

The piece features depictions of armor, 

weaponry, and horse usage, which are 

historically accurate to a certain extent, even if 

the painting focuses on Western style arms 

much more than those of the Ottomans. The 

Battle of Mohács does, however, effectively 

capture the overwhelming number of troops 

involved in the conflict. While the romantic, 

neoclassical style of the painting and elements 

such as its highlighted foliage can be 

attributed to a rise in Enlightenment-era 

history painting during the nineteenth century, 

the difference in tone between The Battle of 

Mohács and the victory paintings remains 

stark. The continuous representations of the 

Battle of Mohacs many years after the conflict 

speak to the battle’s impact on collective 

cultural memory and the rivalry’s continued 

relevance. 

  
Conclusion 

Ultimately, the variance between the 

depictions and descriptions of the Battle of 

Lepanto and the Battle of Mohacs speaks to 

the political and religious motivations behind 

their creation. From paintings to poems, 

artistic and literary adaptations of the battles 

illustrate not only the realities of the conflicts, 

but also capture other significant details, such 

as the battle’s emotional atmosphere, the 

public reactions it elicited, and its meaning in 

relation to broader historical context - 

something that often escapes the eyewitness 

accounts. 

First- and second-hand accounts of 

the battles typically hold a bias based on the 

reporters’ religious and ethnic background. 

In the case of the Battle of Lepanto, European 

artists and writers primarily evaluated their 

victory in terms of Christianity, deploying 

religious imagery and language in their 

attempts to justify not just their participation 

in the battle, but also their religious 

superiority over the Muslims. With the Battle 

of the Mohacs, however, there was a much 

larger concern for state power, whether that 

included showcasing images of the Ottoman 

army’s battle prestige or discussing the 

geopolitical anxieties caused by their victory 

at Mohacs. It is also important to note that the 

two battles took place under different 

historical contexts, with Lepanto standing as 

a reconquest of previously held territory and 
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Mohacs constituting an entirely new 

conquest. Such differing circumstances and 

motivations influenced the nature of 

subsequent depictions and were responsible 

for many of these key differences in 

representation. 

Although not all of these sources can 

serve as accurate historical representations of 

the events of these battles, they can 

nevertheless illustrate contemporary reactions, 

anxieties, and consequences. Comparing and 

contrasting a variety of eyewitness accounts, 

artworks, and literary sources allows for a 

deeper understanding of what occurred in 

Lepanto and Mohacs. As more works are 

translated across languages and analyzed in 

relation to each other, future research has the 

potential to unveil even more of these 

connections and dissonances. 
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Figure 1. Vasari, Giorgio. Lepanto 

Frescoes, Cosigning of the Papal Battle 

Standard to Don Giovanni of Austria, 1572, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.p

df. 

 
Figure 2. Vasari, Giorgio. Lepanto Frescoes, 

Confrontation of the Christian and Turkish 

Fleet, 1572-73, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.

pdf. 

 

Figure 3. Veronese, Paolo Caliari. Allegory 

of the Battle of Lepanto, 1588, 

https://www.gallerieaccademia.it/en/allegor

y-battle-lepanto. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Rota, Martin. View of the Battle 

of Lepanto, 1572, 

https://collections.carli.illinois.edu/digital/co

llection/nby_dig/id/2686. 

 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/24395990.pdf
https://www.gallerieaccademia.it/en/allegory-battle-lepanto.
https://www.gallerieaccademia.it/en/allegory-battle-lepanto.


 
 
     Maeve Silk 30 

 

Figure 5. Rota, Martin. Allegory of the Battle 

of Lepanto, 1571, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/im

age/64330001. 

 

Figure 6. “The Battle of Mohacs,” a Turkish 

miniature from Seyyid Loqman’s 

Hunername II, 1589. In Bridgeman Images: 

DeAgostini Library, edited by Bridgeman 

Images. Bridgeman, 2014. 
 

 

 

Figure 7. Suleiman I as Victor over 

Hungarians at Battle of Mohacs. p. 1, 

https://jstor.org/stable/community.13880312.  

 

 

Figure 8. Székely, Bertalan. The Battle of 

Mohács,  1862, 

https://en.mng.hu/artworks/the-battle-of-

mohac  
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Omani Diplomacy and Maritime Trade in the Indian Ocean World, 1792-1856 

 

IAN SMITH, Purdue University 

 

Abstract 

When considering the dynamics of the nineteenth-century Indian Ocean, many historians 

consider the British Empire the premier maritime power. Interestingly, England’s greatest political 

and economic challenges in this resource-rich region arose not in Europe, but in Oman, a small 

state on the eastern fringes of the Arab world overlooking the Persian Gulf. Oman emerged as a 

thalassocracy during the reigns of Sultan bin Ahmad (r. 1792-1804) and Said bin Sultan (r. 1807-

1856). Many scholars agree with Mohammed Reda Bhaker, who argues that England and other 

Western powers manipulated the Omani state to serve their economic goals, leading to its 

dissolution after 1856. In my research, however, I assess how the Albusaid dynasty set economic 

policies and engaged diplomatically with foreign and regional powers as Omani merchants 

engaged in trade along the coast of East Africa. I investigate the influence of Omani merchants 

and rulers in published primary sources like Vincenzo Maurizi’s History of Sayid Said (1819) and 

Hamid ibn Ruzayq’s History of the Sayyids and Imams of Oman (1871). These sources suggest a 

need to further investigate the economic liberalization by the Albusaid rulers as well as their 

relocation of their primary commercial center from Muscat to Zanzibar. I use treaties between 

Oman and other states to evaluate the purpose and effect of Omani diplomacy in the Indian Ocean 

world. Additionally, I use historical customs revenue data from Muscat and Zanzibar to assess the 

efficacy of Omani diplomacy over time. These sources allow me to assess what I consider to be 

Oman’s under-appreciated contributions to the Indian Ocean world. In doing so, my research will 

contribute to conversations about the role of this regional power in the evolution of European 

imperialism and maritime commerce. 

 

Keywords: Oman, Muscat, Diplomacy, Trade, Indian Ocean World, Zanzibar, Said bin Sultan, 

Persian Gulf, Colonialism 
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From the late-eighteenth century until the 

mid-nineteenth century, the Omani state 

under the Albusaidi family created a 

powerful maritime empire that controlled 

much of the modern state of Oman, the east 

coast of Africa, and a number of port cities 

along the Persian Gulf.1 During this time, 

European powers, the British and French in 

particular, pushed for influence in the Indian 

Ocean trade networks.2 These encroachments 

drove the Omani state, first under the 

leadership of Sultan bin Ahmad (r. 1792-

1804) and later under the leadership of his 

son, Said bin Sultan (r. 1806-1856), to 

compete with the European powers for 

influence in the wildly profitable world of the 

nineteenth-century Indian Ocean. Historians 

have long focused on the European powers’ 

use of Oman in their imperial machinations, 

but how did the Albusaidi rulers use Europe 

in their own bid for power in the Indian 

Ocean world? This research will respond to 

this question and, in doing so, will illuminate 

the ways in which Omani rulers expressed 

political and economic agency, used savvy 

diplomacy to achieve their goals, and acted 

independently in the face of European 

interests in the region.  

Oman’s political character during this 

period was defined mostly, if not entirely, by 

tribal affiliations. In this system, different 

tribes, each ruled by a tribal leader, or 

tamima, possessed areas of political and 

economic influence, or diyaar, which were to 

be respected by members of other tribes.3 

Further, while there was a central leadership, 

first in the form of the Ibadhi Imams and then 

in the form of the Albusaidi Sayyids, they had 

no practical means to exercise their power 

independent of the tribal leaders. In this way, 

the rulers of the Omani state did not possess 

sovereignty over their territorial possessions; 

they possessed suzerainty which could be 

threatened at any time if a given tribal leader 

decided to rebel against them. Because of this 

decentralized, tribal model of governance, 

the legitimacy of the Albusaidi state was 

almost entirely determined by its ability to 

create favorable economic conditions for the 

merchant elite.  

 

Reorienting Diplomatic History in the 

Indian Ocean World 

The question of the effectiveness of 

Omani diplomacy during this period 

continues to fuel debate among scholars of 

Oman and the Persian Gulf. Mohammed 

Reda Bhacker—former professor of 

economics and international relations at the 

University of Westminster—is the most 

pessimistic, arguing that Oman was entirely 

at the mercy of the British throughout this 

period. Further, Bhacker asserts that 

diplomacy itself is what doomed the Omani 

state, as it was far too eager to enter into 

fruitless relations with European powers.4 

However, Jeremy Jones, a diplomatic 

historian at Oxford’s Center for Islamic 

Studies, and Nicholas Ridout, a professor of 

theater at Queen Mary University, take a 

more optimistic view. They argue that Omani 

diplomacy ultimately achieved the goals of 

the state during the rule of Sultan bin Ahmad 

and Said bin Sultan because it maintained 

Oman’s territorial integrity in the face of 

European incursions and internal strife.5 

Calvin Allen, a former political historian of 

the Middle East at Shenandoah University, 

takes a view that is somewhere between 

Bhacker and Jones; he argues that Omani 

diplomacy was ineffective as far as creating a 

maritime empire in the Persian Gulf, 

however, it did provide the Omani state with 

leverage in dealing with both European 

powers and powers within the Gulf itself.6 

Abdul Sheriff, an economic historian and 

professor emeritus of history at the 

University of Dar es Salaam, asserts that 

Omani diplomacy failed to create a maritime 

empire based in Muscat, but helped the 

Omani state to establish an economically 

prosperous empire based in Zanzibar.7 The 
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present research takes the position that the 

Omani state actively attempted to assert a 

strong economic and political position in the 

Indian Ocean world through diplomacy that 

maintained and, at times, expanded Oman’s 

influence in the region. 

 

The Solidification of Omani Power: Sultan 

bin Said’s Rule (1792-1804) 

 By the time Sultan bin Ahmad rose to 

power in 1792, Oman had experienced a 

significant expansion in its economic power 

in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. 

According to a 1790 report from British 

merchant-diplomats Samuel Manesty and 

Hartford Jones, fifty percent of the trade 

going from India and the Persian Gulf into 

Arabia passed through Muscat, creating 

immense profits for the city.8 Moreover, Ibn 

Ruzayq notes that, prior to his conquest of 

Muscat in 1792, Sultan bin Ahmad sent 

letters to the merchant families of Muscat 

indicating that their property and people 

would not be harmed in the ensuing battle.9 

This gesture is an early indicator of Sultan’s 

general attitude towards commerce: it took 

precedence over everything.  

 Throughout the 1790s, Sultan bin 

Ahmad oversaw the continued expansion of 

Oman’s economic and political power 

through diplomacy and military conquest. 

For example, in 1794 Sultan acquired control 

over the port city of Bandar Abbas through 

negotiations with the Shah of Persia.10 As a 

result of these negotiations, Sultan was 

required to pay an annual rent of $15,000 

Maria Theresa thalers (MT$) to the Persian 

ruler. Maria Theresa thaler was a silver 

bullion currency and served as the dominant 

mean of exchange in the Indian Ocean world 

throughout this period. Based on data from 

1802, this amounted to about 11 percent of 

state revenues, which totaled MT$130,000; 

however, the profits gained from his control 

over the port were more than enough to 

justify these payments. For instance, in 1804, 

the Albusaidi family collected MT$180,000 

in customs revenue from Muscat alone.11 

Additionally, he encouraged commerce in 

Muscat further by lowering import duties to 

2.5% for Muslims and 5% for non-Muslims. 

This religious tolerance was key for the 

development of Muscat as a commercial 

center, as it forged deep relationships 

between domestic traders and merchants 

from India, Ethiopia, Indonesia, and other 

locales.  

Aside from customs, the Muscati 

economy exported several valuable products. 

Vincenzo Maurizi, an Italian doctor who 

lived in Oman and became a commander of 

the Omani Navy, described some facets of 

the Muscati economy in his 1819 History of 

Seyyid Said, Sultan of Muscat. He wrote that 

“saltpeter [sic] is procured in considerable 

quantities… the pearl oyster gives 

employment to many… [and] the common 

fishery to a still larger number”.12 Saltpeter 

and pearls, then, were a key export to 

European merchants, who used the former for 

the production of gunpowder and the latter 

for the production of luxury jewelry, musical 

instruments, and other products. The other 

major export of Muscat was dates, as the 

subtropical climate allowed for extensive 

date palm cultivation.13 Moreover, the 

economy of Oman was based almost entirely 

on trade, and, as such, the Albusaidi-led state 

had to enact policies that would encourage 

both domestic and international commerce.  

During this period, the British East 

India Company expanded its control over the 

western coast of India, and by 1801, it had 

control over the entirety of the Malabar 

Coast. This expansion came at the expense of 

Tipu Sultan, the ruler of the Kingdom of 

Mysore, who died in the 1799 Battle of 

Seringapatam against the British, further 
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solidifying British control over southwest 

India.14 This was an alarming development 

for the Omanis, as the Kingdom of Mysore 

had been one of their primary trading partners 

in India since the mid-eighteenth century. 

Moreover, the destruction of the Kingdom of 

Mysore was a warning for the ruling 

Albusaidi family against any attempts at 

military action against the British. To eschew 

this possibility, the Albusaidis sought to 

forge alliances with the British to secure their 

position in the Indian Ocean trade routes 

while capitalizing on the British-controlled 

Indian trade networks.  

Like the British, the French sought to 

expand their influence in the Indian Ocean. 

During the reign of Sultan bin Ahmad, the 

French Revolution and subsequent 

Napoleonic Wars shook the very foundations 

of power in Europe. Additionally, France’s 

1798 invasion of Egypt and further 

expansionist tendencies greatly inflamed 

tensions with the British, whose holdings 

throughout India came under threat by 

Napoleon and the revolutionary regime. 

Interestingly, Napoleon wrote a letter to 

Sultan in 1798 in which he asked his Omani 

counterpart to ally himself militarily with the 

French in order to combat the British in the 

Indian Ocean.15 This letter never reached 

Sultan, as the British intercepted it before it 

arrived. However, its significance regarding 

Omani relations with European powers 

cannot be overstated. Upon seeing this letter, 

British East India Company officials knew 

that they had to do something to combat 

French encroachments in the Indian Ocean, 

so they reached out to Sultan bin Ahmad.  

Thus, the first major treaty of the 

period was formed; the 1798 Anglo-Omani 

Treaty.16 Considering the British expansion 

over Western India, Sultan bin Ahmad 

thought that diplomatic and commercial ties 

with the British would cement his position in 

the Indian Ocean, granting him the ability to 

expand trade and political control in the area. 

The 1798 treaty comprises seven articles, all 

of which point to a political, military, and 

economic relationship between Oman and the 

British to the exclusion of the French. For 

example, articles two and three established 

that the enemies of the British shall be 

considered the enemies of the Omanis—and 

vice versa—and that Oman would not allow 

any states at war with the British to set up 

factories in the domains of the Omani 

Empire, which, at this point, meant the 

French. Likewise, article five dictated that 

French trading vessels should not be allowed 

to enter the port of Muscat while British ships 

are there and if hostilities arose between 

French and British ships while in any Omani 

port, the Omanis were obligated to help the 

British. Thus, the treaty was almost entirely 

centered around limiting the French-Omani 

ties and promoting the British-Omani 

relationship.17  

In exchange for these demands, 

Sultan bin Ahmad gained a few significant 

advantages. In particular, the British 

exempted Omani ships from pilotage charges 

in British India, permitted the Omanis to 

bring “1000 maunds of salt per year to 

Calcutta” for trade, and provided free 

resupplies of food and water for one of 

Sultan’s ships in Bombay and two in Bengal 

per year.18 By acquiring such advantages, 

especially the exemption from pilotage 

charges, Sultan bin Ahmad dramatically 

improved the position of Omani merchants in 

India, creating conditions in which trade 

could flourish. And while it did limit the 

potential for Omani-French relations, it did 

not extinguish them outright. Sultan bin 

Ahmad refused to allow the British to build a 

factory in Muscat—likely to regulate British 

commercial influence in the country—and 

continued to trade with the French in East 

Africa.19 In the aftermath of this treaty, the 

Albusaidi leaders of Oman secured a political 

and economic alliance with the British, 

maintained trade with the French, continued 
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to expand their revenue through fees and 

pilotage charges, and nourished the merchant 

class by bolstering trade in British India. 

 Unfortunately, local circumstances 

slowed this boom from the end of the 1790s 

onwards. In particular, the emergence of the 

Wahhabi movement, which originated in 

central Arabia, constituted an enormous 

threat to the political and commercial 

stability of Oman. From 1799 onwards, the 

Wahhabis engaged in frequent raids on 

Omani trade caravans and cities, 

continuously disrupting the flow of goods in 

and out of Muscat.20 Aside from the 

Wahhabis, the Qasimis in Ra’s al-Khaima, 

who had allied themselves with the 

Wahhabis, continuously threatened Omani 

commerce during the reigns of both Sultan 

bin Ahmad and his successor, Said bin 

Sultan. Given their proximity to Muscat and 

other Omani cities, the Qasimis posed a 

serious threat to the Omani state. They had 

been a nuisance to the Omanis for centuries, 

often engaging in raids on Omani ships, 

destroying Omani trade caravans, and 

invading Omani cities.21  

 Sultan bin Ahmad made sustained 

efforts to fend off the joint Wahhabi-Qasimi 

threat. In 1804, after a series of military 

failures against the Qasimis and Wahhabis, 

he reached out to the Ottoman sultan, Selim 

III, who agreed to provide military aid to the 

Omanis to combat the Wahhabis.22 

Unfortunately, when he arrived in Basra to 

meet the Ottoman forces, he found them 

unprepared and unwilling to travel to Eastern 

Arabia. Disappointed, he left Basra to return 

to Oman. However, on his voyage back, 

Qasimis attacked Sultan’s ship, killing the 

Albusaidi leader.23 It is fair to say that Sultan 

bin Ahmad’s tenure as Seyyid marked an 

apogee of Omani power in the Indian Ocean 

world. His diplomatic maneuvering, 

particularly with the British, set a precedent 

for the future rulers of Oman. Moreover, the 

1798 treaty that he signed with the British 

laid the foundations for the British-Omani 

relationships, one that would go on to define 

Oman’s regional position in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century. Beyond this, Sultan 

set the bar high for his son, Said bin Sultan, 

and the latter’s initial inability to fill the 

proverbial shoes of his father caused 

numerous problems throughout the early 

nineteenth century.  

 

Internal Strife and External Ambivalence: 

Said bin Sultan’s Early Rule (r. 1806-1832) 

The death of Sultan bin Ahmad sent 

Oman into a state of disarray. As noted by Ibn 

Ruzayq (b. 1783), a contemporary Omani 

historian, the whole town of Muscat was 

“convulsed with sadness” and, throughout 

Oman, the “sorrow became universal.”24 

Sultan bin Ahmad’s shadow loomed large, 

especially given his success in expanding 

Oman’s commercial standing. After a 

complex succession crisis lasting several 

years, his son, Said bin Sultan, took control 

of the Omani state in 1806.25 Throughout 

Said bin Sultan’s fifty-year rule, he continued 

his father’s mission to expand Oman’s 

commercial and political position in the 

Indian Ocean world. When Said bin Sultan 

took power, his primary goals were to expel 

the Wahhabis, save the faltering Omani 

economy, and maintain positive relations 

with the British to bolster his position in the 

Indian Ocean. All three of these goals 

ultimately showcase the importance of trade 

for the structural integrity of the Omani state 

and Said bin Sultan’s subsequent actions 

reflected this dire concern for financial 

stability. 

Legitimacy crises marred Said bin 

Sultan’s early years in power. Due to the 

economic strain imposed upon Muscati 

merchants by the Wahhabis and Qasimis, 
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some questioned Said’s ability to stabilize the 

country and bring back the prosperity that his 

father had created. Said was only sixteen 

years old when he assumed power, a fact that 

further diminished his legitimacy in the eyes 

of his critics. Additionally, the British 

refused to recognize Said as the rightful ruler 

of Muscat for over a year.26 Therefore, both 

internal and external pressures weighed 

heavily on Said throughout his early reign. 

The pressures led Said to put efforts into 

combating the joint Wahhabi-Qasimi threat 

militarily and creating new opportunities for 

increasing state revenues diplomatically.  

In 1807, Said bin Sultan signed the 

first official French-Omani Treaty, which 

created a “perpetual and inviolable peace” 

between France and Oman.27 While the treaty 

was never formally ratified in Paris, French 

and Omani merchants operating in the Indian 

Ocean treated its terms as binding, resulting 

in greater economic ties between the two 

countries. Given that the French controlled 

Mauritius (called Ile de France at the time), 

Said bin Sultan saw this treaty as an 

opportunity to expand the trade of spices, 

especially cloves, in East Africa. This treaty, 

however, served as a wake-up call to the 

British who had abandoned the Omanis 

during this period. While it is impossible to 

prove that Said agreed to the treaty solely 

because of the British, it is fair to speculate 

that he aimed to demonstrate that he was fully 

capable of creating alliances with their 

enemies despite their refusal to recognize his 

leadership in Muscat. Consequently, the 

British officially recognized Said bin Sultan 

in 1809 and re-dispatched David Seton, who 

had been recalled from Muscat in 1804, as 

British envoy in Muscat.28  

Aside from the French threat, the 

British drew closer to Muscat in 1809 

because of the growing Qasimi nuisance to 

British trade. From 1797 onward, Qasimis 

raided British ships in the Persian Gulf and 

off the Gujarati Coast. Particularly after the 

death of Sultan bin Ahmad, who had largely 

quelled the Qasimis during his reign, Qasimi 

piracy grew immensely, leading the British to 

engage in military action against them. In this 

way, British and Omani interests aligned, 

resulting in a joint Omani-British invasion of 

Ra’s al-Khaima in April of 1809.29 

Unfortunately for Said, this invasion did not 

subdue the Qasimis, in part due to British 

hesitance to commit to a full-scale invasion. 

To add insult to injury, the British engaged in 

secret diplomacy with the Wahhabis in 1810, 

promising to not interfere in the internal 

affairs of the Arabian Peninsula in exchange 

for safe passage for British ships.30 This news 

left Said feeling betrayed. When he wrote to 

the British in 1810 asking for more help with 

fighting the Wahhabis, they advised that he 

agrees to all Wahhabi demands. Later, when 

he contacted the French for support, they told 

him that he should accede to the Wahhabi 

terms for peace and convert to Wahhabism.31 

Thus, it seemed that the 1798 British-Omani 

Treaty and the 1807 French-Omani Treaty 

meant nothing, as neither of the European 

signatories was willing to help Said in his 

time of need. Since the Napoleonic Wars 

were in full swing, Oman ranked low on both 

the British and French lists of priorities. The 

lack of action on the part of his European 

counterparts alarmed Said, leaving him 

completely alone to maintain his power. 

Despondent, Said turned to Persia for 

military assistance. At this point, according 

to British sources, Said bin Sultan only 

controlled the coastal regions of Oman, with 

the northern and interior regions under the 

control of the Wahhabis.32 Consequently, in 

1810, Said sent his brother, Salim, to Shiraz 

to request soldiers for a campaign into Ra’s 

al-Khaima. Said knew that the Persians, too, 

were frustrated with the Qasimis, as they 

engaged in frequent raids on Persian pearling 

ships in the Gulf. Thus, he hoped that the 

Persians would be willing to support him in 

suppressing them.33 Additionally, the 
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Wahhabi attacks on Shi’ite holy sites, such as 

Karbala, further incensed the Persians, who 

were mostly Shia, to help the Omanis. Thus, 

the Persians sent a force of about fifteen 

hundred men, including six pieces of 

artillery, to Oman.34 Unfortunately for Said 

bin Sultan, this expedition did not result in 

any gains. The Qasimi-Wahhabi armies 

wiped out the joint forces and maintained 

control over their territories. In the aftermath, 

the Persian leadership made peace with the 

Wahhabis, a move that further isolated 

Oman.35 This marked the lowest point of Said 

bin Sultan’s rule. 

This situation, however, did not last 

long, as internal and external factors began to 

turn in his favor in 1811. First, the Egyptians 

under the leadership of Muhammad Ali 

Pasha began their military campaign in 1811 

against the Wahhabis, which forced the latter 

to move their forces away from Oman and to 

central Arabia.36 Additionally, from 1811 to 

1813, tribes in northern Oman revolted in 

masses due to frustrations with the increasing 

tributes that the Wahhabis demanded of 

them.37 As a result, the al-Khalifa family 

agreed to pay an annual tribute and recognize 

the suzerainty of the Albusaidis over Bahrain. 

Steadily, Said gained his footing, retaking 

territories that had been taken by the Qasimis 

in northern Oman while establishing an 

increasingly advantageous position for the 

Omani Empire in the Persian Gulf. In spite of 

his earlier struggles, Said bin Sultan was able 

to regain some level of control over his 

territory on his own account.  

While the Omani state began to 

recover during this period, the previous 

decade of political instability, tribal warfare, 

and economic interruption resulted in a sharp 

decrease in state revenues. In 1804, state 

revenues from customs collected in Muscat 

amounted to MT$180,000; in contrast, in 

1816, the state collected only MT$95,000.38 

In spite of this massive loss in state revenues, 

Muscat remained a hugely important port city 

through which large numbers of products 

passed. In 1830, J.S. Buckingham, an English 

journalist who traveled to Muscat in 1816, 

described Muscat trade in detail, noting that 

Muscati merchant ships  

are employed in voyages to 

Bengal, from which they 

bring muslins and piece-

goods; to the Eastern Islands, 

for drugs and spices; to the 

coast of Malabar, for ship-

timber, rice, and pepper; to 

Bombay, for European 

articles, principally the 

coarser metals, lead, iron, and 

tin… and lastly, to the 

Mauritius, for coffee and 

cotton in small quantities, 

returning by way of Zanzebar 

[sic] on the African coast… in 

which is collected gold dust, 

ostrich feathers, tamarinds, 

elephants' teeth, and slaves.39 

 

From this and other accounts, it is evident 

that Muscati commerce was both highly 

diverse and robust, with Omani merchants 

maintaining high levels of trade even through 

times of crisis.  

By 1818, the Egyptian expedition 

against the Wahhabis in central Arabia 

neutralized the Wahhabi threat, at least for 

some time. Their Qasimi allies in Ra’s al-

Khaima, however, had not yet been subdued 

and continued to pose a threat to Muscati 

commerce. Said bin Sultan once again 

appealed to the British for help against the 

Qasimis.40 Allen notes that, at this time, the 

British had grown increasingly tired of what 

they deemed as piracy in the Persian Gulf, 

and sought to end it through military means.41 

Once again, British and Omani interests 
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aligned. Thus, in 1819, a joint British-Omani 

force invaded Ra’s al-Khaimah and subdued 

the Qasimis, resulting in the General Treaty 

of 1820. While the British did not include 

Oman as a signatory of the General Treaty, it 

had an incalculable impact on the future of 

the state. 

In short, the General Treaty ended 

what the British considered piracy in the 

Persian Gulf. The treaty, which was signed 

on January 20th, 1820, contained eleven 

articles, all of which effectively codified 

British oversight of the commerce and 

politics of the Persian Gulf, giving them 

immense sway in the region. The General 

Treaty forbade piracy, acts of aggression 

between tribes that did not include an official 

declaration of war, and the transport of slaves 

on any vessel belonging to signatory tribes. 

Additionally, the signatory tribes were forced 

to fly a red and white flag on their ships to 

indicate that they were British allies.42 In 

exchange, the treaty entailed that all Arab 

ships that bore the red and white flag would 

have access to all British ports.  

Prior to this, piracy was an accepted 

means of competition among the tribes of the 

Persian Gulf. While it threatened Muscati 

commerce, anxieties surrounding Qasimi 

attacks on Omani merchant vessels drove 

merchants to pay the Albusaidis for naval 

protection, providing a stable source of 

revenue for the state.43 Thus, the General 

Treaty effectively undermined Said bin 

Sultan’s political position in the Persian Gulf, 

reduced state revenues, and destroyed his 

ambitions to retake Ra’s al-Khaimah.44 

Another factor in the 1820s 

contributed to the waning of Omani power in 

the Persian Gulf: the Moresby Treaty of 

1822. The Moresby Treaty limited Muscati 

commerce by banning the sale of slaves to 

“Christians of all nations”.45 Part of Britain's 

anti-slavery crusade, the treaty affected the 

entirety of the Omani Empire, including its 

East African holdings where slavery 

constituted a far bigger piece of the economy. 

The question again becomes: why would 

Said bin Sultan agree to a treaty that appeared 

to go against his interests, both in the case of 

the General Treaty and the Moresby Treaty? 

The answer lies partially in Said’s interests in 

maintaining good relations with the British. 

Said received explicit British recognition of 

his control over the waters surrounding East 

Africa, granting him British protection and an 

implicit guarantee that the British would not 

interfere with Omani trade there, so long as 

Omanis were not caught selling slaves to 

Christians. Furthermore, Said bin Sultan 

effectively used diplomacy with the British to 

strengthen his position in East Africa, which, 

as we will see, resulted in a huge expansion 

in state revenues.  

 

A New Beginning: Said bin Sultan’s 

Transition to Zanzibar 

Most scholars agree that Said bin 

Sultan’s gradually diminishing position in the 

Persian Gulf throughout his early reign 

caused him to look toward East Africa as a 

new site for economic and political growth. 

Said realized that he had little potential to 

create a strong commercial presence in the 

Persian Gulf due to the growing British 

presence, particularly following the General 

Treaty of 1820, which functionally 

established the British as the only possible 

power broker for conflict within the Persian 

Gulf.46 Additionally, Said saw the immense 

economic potential of Zanzibar and East 

Africa in general. There was already a sizable 

Omani presence in East Africa due to long-

standing migrations of Arab settlers into the 

region for commercial, agricultural, and 

religious reasons.47 Moreover, the growing 

demand for ivory, cloves, and slaves 

indicated to Said that East Africa was a viable 

alternative for commercial expansion.   

Prior to moving his court, Said had to 

secure his position in East Africa, which had 

been challenged by other Omani tribes living 
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in the region. In particular, the Mazaria (sing. 

Mazrui)—a tribe of Omani origin that had 

settled in East Africa during the Yarubid 

dynasty in the seventeenth century—

constituted a threat to Albusaidi’s control 

over East Africa. The Mazaria had political 

control over a great deal of East Africa in the 

early nineteenth century, including the 

lucrative port city of Mombasa, the island of 

Pemba, and the Lamu archipelago.48 When 

Said bin Sultan ascended to power in 1806, 

the Mazaria refused to recognize his 

leadership and stopped paying annual tribute 

to Muscat. Later, in 1814, the Mazaria 

severed all ties with the Albusaidis in 

Muscat. Given his precarious situation in the 

Gulf, Said was unable to do anything to 

combat the Mazaria, allowing them to cement 

their position in Mombasa.   

By the 1820s, Said was in a better 

position to reclaim East Africa. Beginning in 

late 1823, he embarked on an expedition to 

retake Mombasa and subdue the Mazaria 

once and for all.49 In February of 1824, Said 

discovered that British naval forces under the 

command of William Owen fought to protect 

the Mazaria against the Albusaidi invasion. 

Owen then declared Mombasa a British 

protectorate, which the Mazaria welcomed 

with open arms. Stunned, Said appealed to 

the British in India, writing a letter in which 

he condemned Owen’s “threatening and 

unbecoming language”, asserted that the 

“people of Bombossa [sic] are dependents of 

Oman”, and asked that the British “be good 

enough to make [an] answer to him”.50 

Again, Said bin Sultan dealt diplomatically 

with the British, even when members of their 

military engaged in active conflict with the 

Omani forces. Eventually, in 1827, Owen left 

Mombasa after the Bombay government 

came to the resolution that Mombasa should 

not become a British protectorate.51 

Moreover, this incident demonstrates that, 

although Said was willing to concede control 

over the Persian Gulf to the British with little 

complaint, he was not willing to allow them 

to interfere in his East African holdings. 

In January of 1828, Said bin Sultan 

occupied Mombasa and brought it under his 

control once more.52. Further, He maintained 

diplomatic relations with the British 

throughout the Owen incident, indicating that 

his desire for diplomacy with Western 

powers outweighed his frustrations with 

Britain’s apparent ambivalent attitude 

towards him. From this position, Said 

decided to move his court from Muscat to 

Zanzibar in 1832, marking a significant shift 

in the trajectory of the Omani state.53 Writing 

to his agent in Bombay in 1833, Said 

explained that “[m]y revenues in Muscat are 

very small and my expenses very great… all 

the chief men have died out of Oman and 

only the low and mean remain, and I am 

ashamed to live next to such despicable 

people.”54 However, as Bhacker notes, Said’s 

justification was not sufficient to fully 

address why he moved his court to Zanzibar. 

While increased revenues certainly 

played a role, there is more to the story. A 

combination of increased safety and the ever-

growing plantation economy of Zanzibar 

made it an attractive choice. Zanzibar is an 

island, so it is naturally protected from land 

invasions, making it safer than Muscat. 

Given the Wahhabi incursions into Oman 

that defined Said’s early rule, it makes sense 

that he sought a political capital from which 

he could not be invaded by land. 

Additionally, during the 1820s, especially 

after the Moresby Treaty, Zanzibar’s 

economy had begun transitioning from one 

based on the exchange of slaves to one based 

on the labor of slaves. That is, Zanzibar 

transformed into a plantation economy, 

cultivating cloves and sugar cane, both of 

which were more lucrative crops than the 
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dates of Muscat. In an 1828 letter to his agent 

in Bombay, Said wrote, “In consequence of 

the abolition of the slave trade the collections 

of Zanzibar have been diminished; it has 

therefore been deemed necessary to make 

plantations… in the islands”.55  

By pivoting away from the slave 

trade, Said guaranteed that his empire would 

not be a direct target of British aggression, 

which had, at that point, eliminated most 

independent polities on the Indian 

subcontinent. We can see, then, that Said bin 

Sultan’s decision to move his court to 

Zanzibar in 1832 was not based on financial 

factors alone. While increased revenues 

undoubtedly played a role, the strategic, 

relatively safe location of Zanzibar appealed 

to Said, who had faced tremendous 

difficulties with land-based invasions in his 

early reign. Additionally, the growing 

plantation economy of Zanzibar presented 

Said with an economic opportunity in the 

face of the anti-slavery legislation pushed by 

the British.  

 

Plantation Prosperity: Said’s Rule in 

Zanzibar (1832–1856) 

Once established in Zanzibar, Said 

worked with local merchants and landowners 

to encourage the growth of the Zanzibari and, 

more generally, East African economy. As 

Jones and Ridout point out, the period 

following Said’s move to Zanzibar 

constituted a “new era of Omani diplomacy” 

defined by a more profit-driven outlook on 

the part of the Omanis.56 Part of this stems 

from the integration of the greater Indian 

Ocean economy into the budding global 

capitalist economy, which allowed Omani 

merchants to engage in trade with the so-

called Western world in new ways. 

Moreover, the plantation-style economy of 

Zanzibar enabled Said and his merchant elite 

to base their economic choices around the 

export of goods, especially cloves, ivory, and 

sugarcane. Although Muscat did export some 

goods, most notably dates, the basis of its 

economy was commerce, with Omani 

merchants bringing in products from abroad 

and selling them to other merchants or local 

consumers. Likewise, Zanzibar was an 

entrepot for goods across the Indian Ocean; 

however, its exports set it apart from Muscat 

and served as a vehicle for the development 

of mercantile capitalism in the Omani 

Empire.  

With this new mindset, Said bin 

Sultan sought to forge new or revitalize old 

commercial relationships with Western 

powers, whose influence in the Indian Ocean 

continued to grow. Establishing commercial 

relationships with the West would provide 

Omani merchants with fresh locales to export 

their goods while also equipping Said with 

political alliances that would help him bolster 

his position in the region. By the 1830s, the 

British had largely abandoned their 

relationship with the Omanis.57 Part of this 

stemmed from the fact that Britain no longer 

had a geostrategic imperative to maintain 

Oman as an ally. That is, British East India 

Company diplomats had initially been 

interested in Oman because of the threat 

posed by Napoleonic France to British India. 

Once they defeated Napoleon, there was no 

longer a strong desire to keep Oman on their 

side. Another reason for this waning 

relationship was the Mombasa incident of 

1824 when Captain Owen fought against 

Said’s forces to defend Mombasa and declare 

it a British protectorate. Said had to look 

beyond the British to find new trading 

partners to encourage commerce in his 

domains.  

It is important to remember that 

Said’s legitimacy was largely determined by 

his ability to create favorable economic 

conditions for his merchant elite, whose 

approval was essential for his power. To do 

this, Said forged a relationship with one of 

Britain’s main rivals: the United States. 

Oman’s relationship with the United States is 
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fascinating and worthy of reevaluation on 

many levels. I argue that this relationship 

constitutes the most potent evidence of 

Oman’s agency during this period, 

illustrating the desire of the Omani state to 

compete with European powers in the Indian 

Ocean. The defining document in the Omani-

American relationship was the 1833 

commercial treaty between the two countries, 

which, above all else, established a positive 

relationship based on mutually beneficial 

trade.  

 Before going into the details of the 

treaty, it is important to establish why the 

Americans were interested in a treaty with the 

Omanis. After all, this was only the second 

time that the United States signed a treaty 

with an Arab country. The main commercial 

attraction for the Americans was ivory. 

Owing to the growth of the middle classes in 

both Europe and the United States and new 

technologies that facilitated the easy 

processing of ivory throughout the early-

eighteenth century, demand for ivory 

products skyrocketed while their prices fell. 

These products included combs, piano keys, 

and billiard balls, all of which are indicative 

of their middle-class market.58 Moreover, 

because of Omani merchants’ control over 

trade routes stretching into east-central 

Africa, ivory was an abundant product.  

In addition to identifying the 

American desires behind the signing of such 

a treaty, it is necessary to address the Omani 

motivations. I attest that there were two 

major factors that played into Oman’s desire 

for such a treaty: first, Oman sought to send 

a message to the British, who had been 

miserly in their willingness to negotiate with 

Said bin Sultan’s government and, second, 

Said wanted access to American military 

technology to solidify his rule over East 

Africa. In creating a deal with the Americans, 

Said sought to show the British that the 

Omani state was capable of acting 

independently in order to strengthen its 

interests in the Indian Ocean. Additionally, 

due to resistance from tribal groups within 

East Africa, such as the Mazaria, Said bin 

Sultan sought to strengthen his military 

power in the case of war breaking out. Thus, 

this treaty is a clear example of agency from 

the Omani state, showing us that Said bin 

Sultan actively sought to strengthen his 

political and economic power in the region 

through diplomacy.  

 The 1833 treaty between the United 

States and Oman consisted of nine articles, 

each seeking to establish a mutually 

beneficial commercial relationship between 

the two countries, and the most important 

articles to consider are Article Two, Three, 

and Eight. Article Two established a 

relationship of almost complete free trade 

between the two states. Paradoxically, the 

most important aspect of Article Two for 

Oman was that it guaranteed that the United 

States could not sell “powder, bullets, [or] 

muskets” to any of Said bin Sultan’s subjects; 

rather, all military technology brought to 

Omani territories had to be sold to Said 

himself.59 This clause effectively created a 

monopoly on military power for the 

Albusaidi government, reinforcing the idea 

that Said sought to utilize American military 

technology to strengthen and expand his 

influence in East Africa.  

 Article Three established that 

American merchants engaging in trade within 

the Omani Empire would not be subject to 

any fees aside from a five-percent import 

duty. This is significant because the standard 

import duty was seven-and-a-half percent, 

creating a lucrative advantage for American 

merchants in the markets of Zanzibar and 

Muscat.60 Finally, Article Eight established 

that Omani merchants would receive the 

same benefits while trading in the United 
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States that American merchants receive in the 

Omani Empire. This was extremely 

significant for the economic standing of the 

Omani state. More than stimulating trade 

between American and Omani merchants in 

East Africa and the Gulf, it permitted Omani 

merchants to create strong ties in the Atlantic 

world, opening vast new markets. Moreover, 

the opportunities given to Omani traders 

from this treaty granted them immense 

agency. In establishing deeper trade networks 

throughout the Atlantic world, Omani 

merchants could shape global commerce in 

new ways, especially given the rising 

commercial presence of the United States.61 

This treaty proved especially relevant 

when, in 1840, Said bin Sultan sent his ship, 

Al Sultanah, to New York City for a 

combined commercial and diplomatic 

mission, marking the first time that an Arab 

vessel would land in the United States.62 The 

crew of Al Sultanah stayed in New York for 

nearly three months, participated in a number 

of social events, and bought American 

products to bring back to Oman. These 

products included “125 bales of gray 

sheeting… 24 bolts of scarlet cloth… 13 

cases of red, white, and blue beads… 300 

muskets… 300 twenty-five-pound bags of 

gunpowder… and a quantity of china 

plates”.63 In total, the Omanis spent over 

MT$11,000 in New York City. The most 

interesting purchase of the Omanis was the 

muskets, which reinforce the idea that Said 

desired a commercial relationship with the 

United States in order to gain access to 

American arms to secure his position against 

troublesome tribes in East Africa. 

Conversely, they brought a large number of 

goods to the United States, including “1,300 

bags of dates, 21 bales of Persian wool 

carpets, and 100 bales of Mokha coffee” from 

Muscat and “108 prime ivory tusks, 81 cases 

of gum copal… 135 bags of cloves, and 1,000 

dry, salted hides” from Zanzibar.64 All of 

these items were fairly typical exports from 

the Omani Empire; however, the fact that 

Omani merchants brought these items to the 

United States directly, rather than selling 

them to merchant middle-men first, indicates 

that they were exercising a great deal of 

agency as a result of the 1833 treaty.  

While it is hard to quantify the 

benefits that the Omani state gained from this 

treaty, we can look to the customs revenue 

from Zanzibar and Muscat from 1833 

onwards. The data from Zanzibar is more 

relevant to this treaty, however, as American 

merchants mostly engaged in business there. 

In 1834, the year after the treaty was signed, 

the Albusaidi rulers collected roughly 

MT$150,000 in revenues from Zanzibar; in 

1856, the final year of Said bin Sultan’s reign, 

they collected MT$220,000 in customs 

revenues.65 Of course, this increase cannot be 

attributed to the Omani-American treaty 

alone. However, it is fair to say that the treaty, 

which brought increased traffic from the US 

to Zanzibar, contributed to this rise in 

revenue. Thus, the 1833 treaty is undoubtedly 

one of the most influential and important 

pieces of Omani diplomacy from this period.  

Moreover, this treaty seriously 

concerned the British, who, upon learning of 

its existence, had to reconsider Oman. Once 

they received the information from their 

agent in the Persian Gulf, the government of 

the East India Company sent Captain Henry 

Hart to talk with Said bin Sultan about the 

Omani-American treaty. Some members of 

the East India Company government 

speculated that the 1833 treaty violated 

previous treaties entered into by Oman, such 

as the 1798 Anglo-Omani Treaty; however, 

senior British East India Company officials 

dismissed these suspicions, as they had no 

actual basis in the contents of the treaty.66 

Likewise, some British East India Company 

officials were upset that Said did not properly 

inform them of the American treaty.  

In response to these concerns, Said 

bin Sultan wrote a letter to the Governor-
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General at Bombay in April of 1834 where he 

explained his position in a diplomatic yet 

passive-aggressive manner. He wrote, “We 

feel quite assured that your Lordship will 

never entertain the slightest suspicion of us 

but it not becomes imperative on us to inform 

you of everything, whether of the most 

important or most trifling import even if it 

should give your Lordship unnecessary 

trouble, in order that all suspicion be 

removed from the breast of such an old 

friend”.67 This quote suggests that Said was 

frustrated with the British, who had been 

virtually absent from Said’s affairs since the 

1820s. Furthermore, Said’s emboldened 

attitude following the 1833 Omani-American 

treaty demonstrates that his diplomatic 

maneuverings were effective in 

strengthening his position in the Indian 

Ocean world.  

The result of Britain’s revitalized 

interest in Omani affairs is the 1839 Treaty of 

Commerce between Oman and Britain. In 

essence, the treaty reaffirmed many tenets of 

the 1798 treaty while providing further 

specificity regarding the nature of the 

relationship between the two parties. For 

example, Articles One through Three 

reaffirmed the rights of Omanis and British 

subjects to enter and trade freely within the 

territories of the other and provided the two 

states with the right to assign consuls to 

reside in the territories of the other.68 On the 

financial side, Article Nine reaffirmed that 

“[n]o duty exceeding five percent shall be 

levied… on any goods.”69 Thus, it confirmed 

the reduction of the seven-and-a-half percent 

default duty rate for Muscat and Zanzibar. 

Finally, Article Fifteen “renew[ed] and 

confirm[ed] the engagements entered into by 

His Highness with Great Britain on the tenth 

of September 1822 for the entire suppression 

of the slave trade between his dominions and 

all Christian nations.”70 From this, we can see 

that the British were still avid in their goal of 

suppressing slavery in the Indian Ocean. 

Essentially, the 1839 British-Omani treaty 

was a copy of the 1833 American-Omani 

treaty with the addition of anti-slavery 

clauses. Finally, Said got what he wanted: a 

new commercial treaty with the British. All it 

took was a treaty with the fledgling United 

States to motivate the British to consider Said 

an important ally once more.  

In 1841, revenues from Zanzibar 

were MT$150,000.71 This may seem strange, 

especially because revenues in 1827 were 

MT$220,000; however, it seems that 1827 

was an outlier year in terms of profit. In 1825, 

for example, Said collected MT$120,000, 

and throughout the 1830s, he collected 

MT$150,000 per year. Thus, the 1841 

revenues reflect some level of continuity with 

the past. Despite this, trade in Zanzibar 

boomed during this period, partially due to 

the new 1833 and 1839 treaties with the 

Americans and British, respectively. The 

French, who had been underprivileged in 

their relations with the Omanis, wanted to 

take advantage of this lucrative situation. Part 

of this stemmed from Said’s proximity to the 

British, whose rivalry with the French made 

Said somewhat wary of engaging with them 

in a serious way. However, he finally signed 

a commercial treaty with the French in 1844, 

well after he had guaranteed his position vis-

a-vis the Americans and the British.  

In many ways, the 1844 Franco-

Omani Treaty of Amity and Commerce 

mirrored the 1833 American and 1839 British 

treaties; however, it contained more articles 

than both previous treaties. Ultimately, 

however, the 1844 treaty put France on the 

same level as Britain and the United States in 

terms of privileges, rights, and fee rates, 

enabling the expansion of trade in Zanzibar 

and closer relations between the French and 

Omanis. In this way, Said used diplomacy to 
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create positive trade relations with even the 

most bitter of enemies. The fact that Said 

secured nearly identical treaties with three of 

the most powerful countries on the planet 

serves as a testament to his will and his ability 

to utilize diplomacy in a proactive way.72 

By 1847, three years after the signing 

of the French treaty, revenues from Zanzibar 

reached MT$175,000, marking an 

MT$25,000 increase from 1842.73 From this, 

we can see that the volume of commerce 

entering Zanzibar grew during this period, 

suggesting that Said’s diplomatic 

maneuvering had worked. The fact that Said 

revitalized British interest in Muscat by 

entering the 1833 American treaty, secured a 

subsequent treaty with the British, then 

entered into another treaty with the French 

shows that he used diplomacy in an effective 

way to both stimulate the domestic economy 

and open new trading opportunities for 

Omani merchants.  

The final years of Said bin Sultan’s 

rule were marked by the economic growth of 

Zanzibar and domestic struggles. Tribal 

revolts in both the Arabian Peninsula and 

East Africa conflicts with Persia, and the 

internecine struggle among his sons all 

weighed on Said during this time. The tribal 

revolts were nothing new to Said, but their 

continuation throughout the 1850s had to 

have loomed large on him. The conflict with 

Persia concerned Bandar Abbas, the port city 

in southern Iran that Said had controlled his 

entire reign. In 1856, his previous lease on the 

city expired and the Persians demanded a 

much higher rent from Said in exchange for 

Bandar Abbas than had been previously 

agreed to. Upon hearing this, Said petitioned 

the British, whom he believed would help 

him in negotiating with the Persians.74 The 

British, however, did not help him. For Said, 

this was a betrayal of the relationship that he 

had labored to create throughout his reign, 

leaving him extremely frustrated with the 

British at the end of his life. In the end, Said’s 

rent for Bandar Abbas increased from 

MT$13,800 to MT$37,500 or seventeen 

percent of the revenues from Zanzibar in 

1856. Additionally, the Persians obligated 

him to cede the islands of Qishm and Hormuz 

to them.75  

 

Conclusion: Savvy Diplomacy or 

Capitulation? 

The question of the effectiveness of 

Said’s diplomacy remains. Based on the 

contents of the present research, it is clear 

that Said was able to create new commercial 

opportunities for Omani merchants, increase 

his revenues through the promotion of trade, 

and maintain his territorial integrity through 

diplomacy with Western powers. By the time 

of his death in 1856, the Omani state 

collected MT$220,000 in revenues from 

Zanzibar and MT$80,000 from Muscat.76 For 

reference, in 1804, two years before his rise 

to power, the Omani state collected 

MT$180,000 from Muscat and MT$40,000 

from Zanzibar. Using state revenues as a 

rough gauge for the state of commerce, we 

can see that Said’s diplomacy certainly 

increased the volume of trade passing 

through Zanzibar. This net gain in revenues 

demonstrates that Said was able to create 

positive commercial conditions for Omani 

merchants in Zanzibar despite the internal 

and external pressures exerted on him. It is 

also clear from this difference in revenues 

that, by the time of Said’s death, Zanzibar had 

become the premier city of the Omani 

empire. I assert that the 1833 American 

Treaty, the 1839 British Treaty, and the 1844 

French Treaty are significant causes of this 

increase. Of course, the plantation economy 

of Zanzibar helped economic growth, but 

these treaties increased the volume of trade 

passing through Zanzibar to a great extent.  

It is also clear that Said used 

diplomacy in a savvy way. While it is 

difficult to say with certainty, thus 

introducing an opportunity for further 
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research, I posit that his choice to enter into 

the 1833 treaty with the Americans was a 

means to both create positive diplomatic 

relations with the Americans in lieu of the 

British and remind the British that he meant 

business. By entering into such a treaty, Said 

exercised his independence and agency to a 

degree heretofore unseen. Consequently, it 

led to the signing of the 1839 treaty with the 

British, a document that Said had been trying 

to sign with the British since the 1810s. 

Finally, after securing his treaty with the 

British, he moved to the French, who were 

eager to get involved in the lucrative 

Zanzibar market. Thus, I argue that the 

Omani state under Said bin Sultan actively 

attempted to assert a strong economic and 

political position in the Indian Ocean world 

through diplomacy that maintained and, at 

times, expanded Oman’s influence in the 

region. 
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Abstract:  

In this paper, I’m exploring Zionism’s impact on modern Judaism by writing intellectual 

histories of two prominent 20th century anti-Zionist Rabbis: Rabbi Elmer Berger and Rabbi Joel 

Teitelbaum. Though they approach Judaism from profoundly different perspectives, their shared 

anti-Zionism illuminates distinct traditions that see Judaism and Zionism as incompatible. To 

better understand these rabbis, I review their major texts and describe how their political theologies 

evolved throughout their lives. I offer two intellectual portraits and explore how their anti-Zionism 

is informed by their respective religious traditions and the evolution of the State of Israel. I 

conclude by arguing that these thinkers offer new angles to appreciate Zionism's dramatic impact 

on Judaism and how various religious denominations responded to internal Jewish debates over 

nationalism and statehood. 

 

Keywords: Judaism, Zionism, Political Theology, Religious Traditions, Nationalism, Identity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



     Zev Mishell 

 

48 

In 1955, after nearly a decade as a leader of 

the anti-Zionist American Council for 

Judaism, Rabbi Elmer Berger finally visited 

the Middle East. In his correspondence with 

the head of the Council’s board, Lessing J. 

Rosenwald, Berger shares his experiences in 

letters that were later published in the book, 

Who Knows Better Must Say So! He 

discussed politics and anti-Semitism with the 

Chief Rabbis of Egypt and Iraq; he spoke 

with the Prime Minister of Lebanon; he even 

visited a Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan. 

At the end of his trip, he traveled to Israel. 

Berger writes,  

I say to you, friends and people with 

whom I am honored to be associated, 

that Judaism is on trial out here; and 

Jews too. And the judges are not only 

these poor refugees but are business 

people of all nationalities; 

government officials of many 

countries; simple tourists from the 

four corners of the earth. All of these 

do not stop and haggle over the 

legalities and the proprieties of 

governmental action needed to solve 

the problem. They just see the 

problem and find no rationalizations 

good enough.1 

 

Rabbi Elmer Berger was a follower of 

Classical Reform Judaism, the dominant 

form of American Judaism in the late 19th 

century that redefined the Jewish people as a 

religious community, asserted universal 

moral values, and encouraged Jews to 

assimilate into mainstream American cultural 

life.2 For Berger, Zionism, which sought to 

create a Jewish state in Palestine, had taken 

Judaism in a dangerous direction.3 He feared 

that replacing religious practice with ethno-

political nationalism would undermine 

Reform Judaism and would create a 

humanitarian catastrophe in the Middle East. 

During Berger’s travels in Israel, 

another rabbi across the world was 

establishing a profoundly new kind of Jewish 

practice, one that translates the 

fundamentalism of Hungarian Ultra-

Orthodox Judaism into American Jewish life. 

Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum, otherwise known as 

the Satmar Rebbe, argues that true Jews must 

live in exile and fulfill all the commandments 

to bring the messianic world. Ultra-Orthodox 

Judaism was formed in the 19th century and 

dramatically reshaped modern Judaism by 

insisting that “true” religious Jews uphold the 

highest standard of the commandments and 

resist cultural assimilation.4 Most generally 

in this strand of Judaism, messianism entails 

the defeat of good over evil and the return of 

all Jews to Palestine by a divinely ordained 

miracle and “ingathering of exiles.”5 Rabbi 

Teitelbaum encouraged his followers all over 

the world to reject Jewish nationalism and to 

obey the highest standard of the 

commandments. 

Elmer Berger and Joel Teitelbaum are 

two of the most notable anti-Zionist Rabbis 

of the 20th century. Though both claim to 

express ideological continuity with the past, 

they formulate new responses to Zionism that 

are reflective of the issues confronting Jewish 

political life. They are outliers to the spread 

of Zionism across the spectrum of modern 

Judaism, and though they present innovative 

programs, they drive forward novel Jewish 

theologies that reflect long-standing ideas 

from within their respective traditions. 

Teitelbaum translated Hungarian Ultra-

Orthodox practice into American Judaism to 

create a numerically prosperous community. 

Berger advocated for Classical Reform 

Judaism and became arguably the last of his 

ideological kind. 

For Elmer Berger, Reform Judaism 

and Zionism are plagued by essential 

contradictions. Before major changes, 

Reform Judaism advocated for the 

dissolution of the Jewish nation with a greater 

emphasis on social and cultural integration 

into emerging European nation states.6 
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Berger feared that Zionism was replacing 

Reform Judaism’s attempt at religious 

acculturation with false national liberation. In 

his view, Zionism would normalize diaspora 

Jews into falsely reconstructing a Jewish 

nation that would support Jewish ethno-

nationalism in the Middle East. He thought 

that previous generations of Reform Rabbis 

trivialized this threat, and he was not going to 

make the same mistake. 

For Joel Teitelbaum, the question of 

particularism and universalism was beside 

the point: Zionism poses an existential threat 

to the integrity of observant Judaism. By 

misleading Orthodox Jews into participating 

in a secular project that rebels against 

traditional Jewish religious orthodoxy, 

Jewish nationalism is jeopardizing the 

coming of the Messiah. Zionism is not 

merely masquerading as a messianic 

movement; Zionism is actively anti-

messianic because it rebels against the idea 

that God would bring the Jews to the land of 

Israel when the Messiah arrives. As different 

as they were, neither thinker had room for 

ideological reconciliation with Jewish 

political sovereignty or reconstituting a 

Jewish national body. 

Though Berger and Teitelbaum are 

profoundly different, their ideological 

engagement with Zionism illustrates a gap in 

how scholars approach Zionism and the 

formation of modern Judaism. What can 

scholars learn about the creation of modern 

Judaism through the early religious conflict 

over Zionism? How did anti-Zionist thinkers 

draw on longstanding traditions as 

supposedly mainstream Judaism integrated 

political nationalism? Reading Berger and 

Teitelbaum in conversation with one another 

offers a new angle to explore how Zionism 

was almost universally accepted by Jews all 

over the world. 

This paper examines these figures to 

explore how their radically different 

conceptions of Judaism led to Jewish anti-

Zionist political theologies. As different as 

they were, their anti-Zionist ideologies are 

grounded in theological differences over the 

meaning of Judaism. According to Elmer 

Berger, Jewish political nationalism is an 

oxymoron because Jews are not a secular, 

ethnic nation. For Joel Teitelbaum, Zionism 

undermines traditional Judaism by rebuilding 

a Jewish commonwealth in the land of Israel 

before the messianic era. 

Though they write in different 

languages and understand Judaism in 

completely different ways, they represent 

two forgotten traditions of internal Jewish 

conflict over Zionism. I analyze their 

understandings of Judaism, their responses to 

Zionism, and offer a portrait of the religious 

and theological ruptures that their critiques 

reveal. In my conclusion, I point to new 

questions to better grasp how Zionism has 

impacted the formation of modern Judaism. 

In the name of defending their 

understandings of Jewish tradition and 

history, these rabbis confront what has 

arguably been the most powerful Jewish 

national movement in history. Yet, Berger 

and Teitelbaum’s efforts to defend their 

respective traditions have been a forgotten 

chapter in modern Jewish history. 

Nevertheless, the ideas and debates that 

animated Zionism’s religious dissidents can 

illuminate new, unexplored territory in 

Jewish history. Whether one agrees with 

them or not, they present critiques that are 

worth taking seriously. I hope that in the 

ensuing chapters I can offer a richer, fuller 

understanding of the history of modern 

Judaism, the past and present debates over 

Jewish nationalism, and the lively issues 

animating contemporary Jewish thought. 

 

Joel Teitelbaum and Satmar Hasidic 

Thought: Past, Present, and Future 

Biography 

Joel Teitelbaum was born in Sighet, 

Hungary on January 18, 1887.7 Though he 
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was not the oldest, he was the descendant of 

two prominent rabbis and was thus born with 

the potential for significant rabbinic 

authority. The town of Sighet was located 

next to Maramaros County, a bastion of 

Ultra-Orthodoxy in Hungary.8 Ultra-

Orthodox Judaism is a movement that 

emerged in Hungary in the 1850s to serve as 

a bulwark against the influence of 

secularization on Central European Jews.9 

They radicalize the interpretive process of 

Jewish law by forbidding cultural or religious 

innovation; prominent Ultra-Orthodox rabbis 

elevate cultural customs like dress, language, 

and gender relationships to give them the 

status of absolute religious authority.10 Ever 

since the rise of Hasidism through the 

enigmatic spiritual leader, Rabbi Israel b. 

Eliezer, also known as the Baal Shem Tov 

(1698-1760), this region had been a fortress 

of Jewish traditionalism.11 In the 18th century, 

various disciples of the Baal Shem Tov 

founded Hasidism as a movement to 

creatively imbue traditional Jewish practice 

with spiritual fervor and intense devotional 

practice.12 Teitelbaum was born into the 

Hasidic Ultra-Orthodox tradition and 

incorporates many of its ideas into his 

political thought. As the second son to a 

major Hasidic dynasty, Teitelbaum’s father 

told him to leave town when his brother was 

appointed as his successor to avoid political 

conflict between them.13 Joel Teitelbaum 

relocated to the small Hungarian city of Satu 

Mare and quickly amassed a following 

because of his Talmudic erudition, his 

pugnaciousness, and most importantly, his 

religious fundamentalism in Jewish ritual 

life. 

Because of his provocative 

personality, Teitelbaum had many enemies.14 

He opposed almost anyone who was not 

sufficiently committed to his understanding 

of Jewish purity, and he did so with a unique 

ferocity. The main target of his ire, along with 

Jewish assimilationists, Reform Jews, and the 

Neo-Orthodox, are the Zionists. For 

Teitelbaum, the attempt to create a Jewish 

commonwealth in the land of Israel before 

the coming of the Messiah is the greatest 

desecration of the modern world. It is not 

simply misguided; for Teitelbaum, Zionism 

is actively anti-messianic.15 Throughout his 

writings, he argues that Zionism violates 

God’s protection of Jews in exile. At the end 

of tractate Ketubot in the Babylonian 

Talmud, there’s a discussion about three 

oaths made between the Jewish people and 

God to protect them among the nations of the 

world.16 These three oaths include Jews 

promising to not return to the land of Israel or 

to rebel against the nations of the world. In 

turn, God would guarantee Jewish survival 

before the coming of the redemption. 

According to Teitelbaum, by violating the 

precept to not return en masse to the land of 

Israel, the Zionists nullify God’s covenantal 

protection for Jews among the nations of the 

world. 

Even though from a distance he 

seems like a radical rabbinic figure, 

Teitelbaum’s intellectual work is almost 

entirely grounded in accepted traditional 

sources.17 He published his first book, the 

VaYoel Moshe, in 1959 and it was the first 

comprehensive religious polemic against 

Zionism and the State of Israel after 1948.18 

Though there were many Ultra-Orthodox 

rabbis expressing these ideas before the 

Holocaust, he was the first major rabbinic 

thinker to write an entire book on the 

subject.19 The work is composed of three 

main sections: an essay about the three oaths, 

an essay about whether the commandment to 

settle in the land of Israel is still applicable, 

and an essay on the use and supposed revival 

of the Hebrew language. 

His second major book is called Al 

ha-Ge’ula Ve-al ha-Temura, and it was 

published after the 1967 war. He wrote it 

because he felt like the anti-Zionist 

consensus among his followers was eroding. 
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The book is specifically about Zionism 

(rather than focusing on the component parts 

of Zionist anti-messianism) and aside from 

the introduction, it is a collection of his public 

teachings from after the war. 

 

Understanding of Jewish History 

At its core, Teitelbaum thinks that 

exile and redemption orient all of Jewish 

history. The three oaths described in Tractate 

Ketubot in the Babylonian Talmud outline 

the principles of this theology: do not rebel 

against the nations of the world; do not try to 

forcefully return to the land of Israel; and the 

other nations in turn will not inflict excessive 

suffering upon the Jewish people. In the 

VaYoel Moshe and Al-HaGeula Ve’al ha-

Temura, Teitelbaum argues that as the final 

redemption approaches, true Jewish believers 

should refrain from explicit messianic 

activity and should instead continue studying 

Torah and fulfilling religious 

commandments. Teitelbaum’s messianic 

theology is rooted in the rabbinic idea that 

Satan and a mystical, demonic force named 

Samael meddle in history to thwart the 

coming of the messiah. The only practical 

response to their intervention is to put their 

trust in God by remaining in exile until the 

Messiah arrives. 

One powerful example of this 

religious attitude is explained in the exodus 

from Egypt from the second book of the 

Torah. Teitelbaum argues that throughout 

each step of the exodus, the Jewish people are 

uncertain whether the miracles are genuinely 

divine. He writes, “Therefore, the people of 

Israel did not know clearly at the time of their 

going out from which side the redemption 

came to them, whether from the side of the 

holy God, or if it was from the side of the evil 

force (the sitra achra), until it was verified 

for them that God took them out of Egypt.”20 

Rather than simply trusting the appearance of 

miracles, Jews should treat them with 

skepticism before they are revealed as true or 

false. According to Teitelbaum, Satan and 

Samael intervene in history through the guise 

of miracles, and it is especially important to 

treat them with distance. 

To further emphasize the importance 

of obeying divine redemption in the Bible, 

Teitelbaum explains how Israel could have 

fled Egypt during the ninth plague: darkness. 

The Jewish people could have rebelled 

against God and established their own 

kingdom, but they maintain their quietist 

posture and warrant the revelation at Sinai. 

He writes,  

I explained that during the plague of 

darkness there was a great test for 

Israel that they should not create a 

government for themselves and leave 

Egypt before the right time, because 

the Egyptians were bound under their 

hands, and one person couldn't see his 

fellow, and no one could do anything. 

Israel could have escaped because the 

Egyptians were not able to delay 

them, and they also had the power to 

slay their enemies and kill them… 

They did not do so because the time 

of exile had not been completed and 

it had not been permitted to go out 

even one moment before the proper 

time. 21 

 

For Teitelbaum, the entire exodus story is 

about maintaining faith in God. He hints at an 

exegetical story about the children of 

Ephraim who try to leave Egypt before the 

right moment and are massacred. This story, 

as well as his entire conception of the exodus 

from Egypt, is a warning against violating 

Jewish theologies of exile. Exile and political 

quietism are the orienting force driving 

Jewish history forward. Thus, for 

Teitelbaum, Messianic quietism expresses an 

ultimate faith in divine majesty over human 

affairs and in the viability of the covenant 

between God and Israel. 
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The Satmar Rebbe applies this 

theologically significant view of exile onto 

every aspect of Jewish life, including Biblical 

examples of warfare. On the holiday of 

Hanukkah, many assume that Jews are 

celebrating a military victory over the ancient 

Greeks. However, Teitelbaum argues that 

war is never miraculous; war is always the 

result of natural forces. The miracle 

celebrated, then, is strictly about how one set 

of candles burned for eight days. He writes, 

“Likewise, even with the Hanukkah miracle, 

which was victory of the few over the many 

and the weak over the strong, the rabbis did 

not establish a holiday over the military 

victory but rather just for the miracle of the 

candles.”22 Because war is never miraculous, 

special attention must be paid when 

seemingly miraculous things happen in 

battle; for Teitelbaum, this may mean that it 

is the work of Satan or Samael. In light of 

Israel’s victory in the 1967 war, Teitelbaum 

insists that no war, in particular one in which 

innocent lives are shed, can be miraculously 

delivered by God. 

Teitelbaum’s political passivity does 

not preclude the use of martial language; in 

fact, that language was central to his 

understanding of the confrontation between 

Ultra-Orthodox Judaism and Zionism. A 

great irony is that despite calling for political 

passivity for the Jewish people at large, he 

invokes military language to describe an 

almost Manichean battle between the forces 

of good and evil.23 One clear example is 

when he writes, “Even more so, in the horrific 

abomination of the Zionist State which 

violates the serious oaths we made with God, 

and it violates our religion and plants heresy 

and blasphemy in the entire world and delays 

our redemption and the deliverance of our 

souls. Of course, we need to battle against 

this impure idea.”24 Teitelbaum’s political 

quietism does not stop him from engaging 

with secular governments, nor does it 

preclude loud, vicious battles with political 

opponents. Ironically, maintaining 

messianic, political passivity is ensured 

through forceful, sometimes violent, 

examples of political activity. 

 In Teitelbaum’s worldview, the 

stakes are absolutely crucial because, after 

the Holocaust, the world is at the precipice of 

messianic redemption. Throughout the first 

section of the VaYoel Moshe, he argues that 

the three oaths are the central feature of 

Jewish faith in exile. Though the great 

medieval scholar Maimonides omits them 

from his codex of Jewish law, Teitelbaum 

argues that he did this because exile theology 

is the foundation of all the commandments 

and thus does not need to be included. Past 

scholarship has demonstrated that the three 

oaths played a more significant part in Jewish 

history than is normally assumed.25 By 

breaking the three oaths and organizing for a 

return to the land of Israel, the Zionists are 

consciously violating the covenant created 

between God and the Jewish people. Like in 

past moments when Jews tried to return to the 

land of Israel, Teitelbaum elevates the three 

oaths to temper these messianic ambitions.26 

In the introduction to the VaYoel 

Moshe, Teitelbaum explores the fundamental 

ideas behind his political theology. During 

moments of Jewish crisis, the rabbinic 

paradigm generally works to examine how 

the Jewish people have brought about their 

own suffering. Teitelbaum immediately 

rejects a Jewish theology without reward and 

punishment because doing so would demand 

admitting God’s role in abandoning the 

Jewish people to this disaster. Because 

relinquishing the covenant of reward and 

punishment from God is impossible, 

Teitelbaum opens by exploring what the 

Jewish people did to warrant the Nazi 

genocide. After the collective trauma of the 

Holocaust, the ability to locate a human cause 

offered agency and control; he is trying to 

rebuild and protect an entire way of life that 

was almost annihilated. The ability to find a 
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reason for the Holocaust can help restore 

order to a seemingly chaotic world. 

This leads to his most provocative 

claim: the Zionist rebellion against Jewish 

political passivity is nothing less than anti-

messianic and demonological; their 

collective violation of the three oaths caused 

the Holocaust. He writes,  

Now in our generation, we don't have 

to look in the hidden places for the sin 

that caused this disaster because it's 

clear and explicit from the words of 

the Rabbis when they told us about 

the sins of the oaths… But in our great 

sins this happened, the heretics and 

blasphemers made all kinds of efforts 

to violate these oaths, to ascend the 

wall, and to establish for themselves a 

government and freedom before the 

right time, which is to force the end, 

and they continued to gather most of 

the nation of Israel to this impure 

idea.27  

 

For Teitelbaum, the destruction of European 

Jewry happened because of a theological 

rupture in Jewish covenant between God and 

Israel. The obvious, public attempt to break 

with Jewish tradition caused the near 

destruction of the Jewish people. Again, 

though this feels provocative, there were 

religious Zionist leaders who made very 

similar claims. Most notably, R. Tzvi Yehuda 

Kook, one of the most prominent religious 

Zionist rabbis, made the disturbing claim that 

the Holocaust wiped out the exilic portion of 

the Jewish people who would not return to the 

land of Israel for the coming redemption.28 

Though both claims sit uncomfortably for 

modern readers, we can properly 

contextualize them within their era. 

In the wake of the Holocaust, 

Teitelbaum argues that Jewish notions of 

exile and redemption have endured through 

every pivotal moment in Jewish history. If 

the covenant could endure through countless 

examples of suffering and persecution, then 

there is little reason to believe that traditional 

frameworks for Jewish history could not 

continue. Jewish history could be organized 

within this rabbinic paradigm, and 

Teitelbaum employs his understanding of a 

traditional narrative to make sense of 

contemporary Jewish suffering. 

 

God, Miracles, and Messianism 

Teitelbaum argues that the 

metaphysical state of Jewish exile is ongoing 

even after the Holocaust and the founding of 

the State of Israel. God remains omnipotent 

and omniscient, and there has not been a 

break within the Jewish tradition. The 

covenant is alive, Jews remain in exile, and 

this subsequently demands that Jews uphold 

their religious obligations and 

responsibilities.  

Teitelbaum focuses on the language 

of miracles because he thinks that during 

moments of apparent Zionist victories, 

something more sinister is at work. One 

fascinating way Teitelbaum explores this is 

through the sin of the golden calf. At the 

beginning of Al ha-Geula Ve’al ha-Temura, 

Teitelbaum argues that the Jewish people are 

simply looking for a new leader, not an idol 

to worship to replace God. It starts with good 

intentions, but once the calf is formed, it takes 

on a life of its own. Teitelbaum writes, “What 

appears to be the explanation of the words in 

this matter is that all of the medieval 

commenters (of blessed memory) already 

understood that Israel did not think the calf 

was for idol worship. Rather, they wanted to 

draw down a certain kind of strength to serve 

as their leader in place of Moses.”29 He 

creatively argues that Satan inhabits the 

golden calf to tempt the Jewish people into 

sin. The calf begins to dance, and this makes 

it seem like it is a genuine deity. For 

Teitelbaum, when redemption is imminent, 

demonic forces operate in the world to 

undermine the coming perfection. 
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Teitelbaum builds on this idea by 

noting something obvious about secular 

nationalism: even though religious Zionism 

argues that it is miraculous, it is not invested 

in observant Judaism. He connected this to 

traditional responses to the appearance of a 

prophet; if the prophet is truthful, then Jews 

will return to Torah and the commandments. 

Teitelbaum explains, “In any case, they must 

distinguish between a true prophet and a false 

prophet since a true prophet will rely on the 

laws of Moses and the lying prophet will 

beautify idol worship, which is abandoning 

Torah.”30 Because Jewish nationalism is 

ultimately a secular project, it leads to Jews 

abandoning Torah and therefore cannot be 

messianic. If it cannot be properly messianic, 

then the entire project must be idolatrous 

because a partial return to the land of Israel 

before the end times is impossible. 

Something much more sinister must be at 

work, and Teitelbaum argues that it was the 

result of Satan and Samael. 

This suspicion became more 

pronounced as the 20th century unfolded. 

After the Six Day War, Teitelbaum could feel 

his community’s anti-Zionist consensus 

weakening. He understood that Israel’s 

victory was making the world accept the 

normalcy of the state even though he thought 

the victory was a fraud. Teitelbaum argues 

that Satan needed something compelling to 

tempt people away from the redemption, so 

he incarnates himself in Jewish nationalism. 

Now, Israel’s victory in 1967 and these 

supposed miracles are further confusing the 

Jewish people, which had already been the 

case since the founding of the State. 

Teitelbaum writes,  

Satan did all of this to thwart and lead 

astray even one person in Israel…  at 

the foundation of their faith and to 

delay (God forbid) their redemption 

through the violation of the Oaths. 

And of course, this happens through 

all his strength in bringing signs and 

miracles that are revealed to tempt 

Israel in different ways, and this isn't 

a new understanding of Satan’s 

ways.31 

  

Miracles can oftentimes be deceptive; Satan 

employs the perception of a miracle to tempt 

observant Jews into either pacifying 

themselves to Zionism or into knowingly 

accepting it even though it is a rebellion 

against Judaism. 

Teitelbaum argues that the war is both 

not a miracle and that the ways in which it 

appears miraculous are due to Satan’s 

intervention. For Teitelbaum, wars can never 

be divine and are always natural. He writes, 

“And definitely in the case of the Zionist war 

with the Arabs that it did not even have the 

reality or the scent of a miracle, because it's 

obvious that the Arabs and the Ishmaelites 

are not warriors.”32 This strange quote 

illuminates some of his practical political 

sensibilities; he argues that “the Arabs and 

the Ishmaelites are not warriors” to support 

the idea that the war is the result of natural 

causes, not God. Teitelbaum argues that the 

war is both not a miracle and the ways in 

which it appeared miraculous are the result of 

Satan. The temptation to accept secular 

nationalism was only growing and it 

therefore must be aggressively rejected. 

Teitelbaum argues that Ultra-

Orthodox Jews could work to bring the 

Messiah by staying in exile, studying Torah, 

and fulfilling the commandments, while 

waiting patiently for God’s return. He writes, 

“The coming redemption depends entirely on 

the merit of the Avenger (Natrona) to wait 

until the coming of the Messiah, and to not 

turn to any other redemption (God forbid) 

before the coming of the Messiah.”33 The 

exilic posture is ongoing; true observant Jews 

must pray and live faithfully to have the 

divine kingdom restored.  

Among all the thinkers involved in 

the internal Jewish conflict over Zionism, 
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Teitelbaum is one of its most prominent 

Orthodox critics. He offers a serious critique 

of Jewish nationalism from within canonical 

religious sources, and though he died nearly 

fifty years ago, his anti-Zionist political 

theology continues to raise important 

questions: How viable is the bridge between 

secular nationalism and observant Judaism? 

With wide-ranging, authoritative sources 

from across the Orthodox canon, he creates a 

theological framework that rejects Zionism 

as an anti-messianic rebellion against Jewish 

life in exile. Even though his work clearly did 

not stop the spread of Zionism in Orthodox 

Jewish communities, the existence of his 

critique stands as an ongoing testament to the 

fragile balance between Orthodox Judaism 

and Zionism.  

Even though it’s quite important, 

there are various limitations to Teitelbaum’s 

thinking. By making Zionism responsible for 

the Nazi genocide, he ascribes guilt to Jewish 

Zionists rather than the Nazis who 

administrated the Holocaust. Furthermore, 

his use of supernatural language to describe 

the unfolding of Israeli history is a rarely 

accepted way of understanding Jewish 

nationalism, let alone any modern historical 

phenomenon. 

Though he was one of the most 

prominent anti-Zionist rabbinic dissidents, on 

some of the most important issues, 

Teitelbaum’s theology is directly opposed to 

Rabbi Elmer Berger’s thought. Their 

fundamental, irreconcilable differences 

animate any analysis of their political 

theologies. Their thinking arises from distinct 

intellectual and historical traditions yet 

nevertheless, they remain two of the most 

significant anti-Zionist rabbis of the 20th 

century. We are going to explore what this 

tension means through an analysis of 

Berger’s ideology in the next section. 

 

Rabbi Elmer Berger and the Forgotten 

Intellectual Legacy of Classical Reform 

Judaism 

Biography 

Rabbi Elmer Berger was born in 

Cleveland in 1908.34 His life and writings, 

which span almost fifty years, are almost 

entirely ideologically consistent. Throughout 

his work, he is committed to vindicating his 

understanding of a historically grounded 

vision of American Reform Judaism. For 

Berger, the debate over Zionism is primarily 

a debate about Jewish history, and he uses 

archeology, biblical criticism of the Hebrew 

Bible, and modern historical scholarship to 

validate his Jewish narrative.35 Berger relies 

on Western academic tools to craft his 

theology in contrast to Joel Teitelbaum who 

is writing from within the Orthodox religious 

canon. His anti-Zionism reflects a deeper 

commitment to Classical Reform Judaism 

rather than a political perspective, although a 

thoughtful political perspective on the 

conflict later emerges.36 In the late 19th 

century, Reform Rabbinical leaders were 

strongly opposed to Zionism for what were 

then obvious reasons; namely, Classical 

Reform Judaism rejected the idea of Jewish 

nation and thus, individual Jews should 

continue to assimilate into their host societies 

rather than organize as a separate, political 

collective. Zionist particularity conflicted 

with the universalist values of early Reform 

Judaism.37 

However, major historical trends 

upended Reform Judaism, including the 

massive migration of Eastern European Jews 

to America, the rise of Nazism and anti-

Semitism in Europe, and the decline of 

spiritual participation in Classical Reform 

shuls.38 In the early 20th century, Classical 

Reform ideology was influenced by 

competing forms of Judaism and was 

beginning to reformulate itself, on religious 

issues as well as on the question of Zionism. 

Significantly, after Britain issued the Balfour 
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Declaration, Reform Judaism welcomed 

major changes to accommodate the growing 

influence of Jewish nationalism.39 In 1937, 

the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

(CCAR) voted to establish a new statement 

of principles, which tacitly accepted Zionism 

and reformulated central aspects of Reform 

Judaism.40 

In response to these changes, a group 

of Reform Rabbis organized to create the 

American Council for Judaism: an explicitly 

anti-Zionist Jewish organization that aimed 

to foster principles of Classical Reform 

Judaism and to oppose Jewish nationalism.41 

The Council’s primary goal was to uphold 

Classical Reform ideology, a belief system 

that was being upended by ideological 

changes in the broader movement. The 

Council was the most serious early Jewish 

opposition group to Zionism and the creation 

of the State of Israel. Though the Council’s 

original mission was strictly religious, over 

time it evolved into a secular, anti-Zionist 

political organization aimed at shifting 

American Jewish public opinion about Israel. 

Elmer Berger became one of the 

leaders of the Council during the 1940s, and 

he was the most recognizable rabbinic figure 

in the movement.42 The Council was popular 

in Jewish communities that were assimilated 

into relatively stable positions in the 

American social hierarchy. In 1945 just after 

the Council was founded, there were nearly 

10,000 members.43 From its earliest days 

through its near dissolution after 1967, 

Berger was the Council’s most vocal 

ideological spokesperson. 

The Council survived for almost two 

decades, but by then, most of the Reform 

movement had already accepted Zionism. 

After the war in 1967, the Council almost 

dissolved, and most American Jewish 

communities adopted Zionism as an 

important and essential element of their 

conception of Judaism. Berger resigned as 

Vice President and founded the American 

Jewish Alternatives to Zionism.44 He led this 

organization for several years before retiring 

in the early 1980s, although he continued to 

write and speak well into the final years of his 

life. 

While serving as a leader in the 

Council, Berger wrote several books 

explaining the Council’s Judaism, their 

response to Zionism, and his own reflections 

on anti-Zionism in America. His writing (and 

understanding of Judaism) blends historical 

scholarship, references to the Bible, and a 

commitment to the values of Classical 

Reform Judaism. For Berger, authentic 

Reform Judaism embodies the best of the 

Jewish tradition adapted for the modern 

world. His books include The Jewish 

Dilemma (1945), A Partisan History of 

Judaism (1952), Who Knows Better Must Say 

So! (1955), Judaism or Jewish Nationalism 

(1957), and Memoirs of an Anti-Zionist Jew 

(1975). His early works focus on his 

understanding of Judaism and the looming 

threat of Jewish political nationalism while 

his later works are an overt political rejection 

of the State of Israel’s role in the modern 

Middle East. 

 

Universalism and Particularism 

As a reform rabbi and modern Jewish 

scholar, Elmer Berger is greatly influenced 

by the academic study of Judaism. He argues 

that Jewish scholarship validates his most 

serious historical assertion: Jewish history (to 

the extent that writing such a history is 

possible) is defined by the struggle between 

Jewish particularity and Jewish universalism. 

The prophetic era in the Old Testament is an 

example of expansion while the Middle Ages 

represent a period of contraction. Berger is 

convinced that Judaism is a religion practiced 

by independent human beings, not by 

members of a singular, coherent Jewish 

nation. 

From the earliest days of the Bible to 

his present era, Berger theorizes that Judaism 
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is an ongoing encounter between those who 

identify with this belief system and the world 

around them. In his book A Partisan History 

of Judaism, Berger explores how various 

nomadic tribes settled in Canaan over three 

subsequent waves. As documented by his 

understanding of historical and biblical 

scholarship, Judaism assimilated certain 

customs over many generations. Though 

these Jewish precursors are not related, they 

are nomadic peoples who share the memory 

of a “desert God.” These peoples are distantly 

connected to the events narrated in the 

Hebrew Bible, and he explains how various 

Jewish rituals emerge from Midianite 

customs that Jethro teaches his son in law, 

Moses. Berger explains,  

These three injunctions, then, 

sacrifice of the first-born, observance 

of the Passover and the prohibition 

against boiling a kid in the milk of its 

mother, together with the rite of 

circumcision, probably comprised the 

original, or at least were among the 

earliest, requirements of the religion 

of this desert god about whom Moses 

had learned from his Midianite father-

in-law.45  

 

Though these disparate tribes lived across 

ancient Canaan, there are moments in the 

Bible that hint at a shared connection, such as 

when the prophetess Deborah calls on the 

tribes to gather to fight the Philistines in the 

Book of Judges. There is a short period of 

unity during the Davidic dynasty, but it 

quickly collapses. This moment of Jewish 

sovereignty is replaced by in-fighting, 

corruption, and eventually the dawn of the 

prophetic era. Berger understands this early 

migratory period and the brief reign of an 

Israelite kingdom as an illustration of the 

heterogenous, disparate origins of Judaism. 

After the Babylonian king 

Nebuchadnezer conquers the surviving 

Judaic kingdom, the prophet Jeremiah issues 

a plea for integration into Babylonian society. 

In exile, Jewish individuals could worship 

God without being bound to particularistic 

customs or to a specific land; they could 

create a spiritual foundation that eliminated 

temple sacrifice and land-based practice. 

Berger writes, “With a Judaism of moral 

values, universal in scope and with a god no 

longer attached to land or tribe, these people 

could now become an integral part of the 

civilization to which they were taken as 

captives and there maintain their integrity in 

a religious sense.”46 Jews could emerge as 

members of their respective societies who 

practice a distinctive and meaningful faith. 

Ethical monotheism, the belief in one 

universal God who upholds a universal moral 

standard for all human beings, is fully 

untethered from the limitations of Jewish 

particularism. Through this new diasporic 

identity, Jewish individuals could practice a 

Judaism that embodied what Berger called 

“high religion.” 

This major step gave birth to what 

Berger thinks is the greatest Jewish historical 

tension: opposite the prophetic tradition, 

which emphasizes universal morality and 

integration with wider society, is the 

particularistic impulse that emphasizes 

Jewish nationhood. The struggle is born in 

two great historical moments. The first is 

when Ezra and Nehemiah return to Palestine 

and insist on separating Jews from the native 

inhabitants and surrounding cultures. The 

second example is when Constantine issues a 

decree that Jews are a nation in the 3rd 

century. Before Constantine’s decree, Berger 

claims that anyone could practice Judaism. 

Berger writes, “Judaism was a religion to 

which anybody could subscribe, whether or 

not he was born a Jew, whether or not he was 

born in Israel or Palestine. Creed, not race or 

nationality, was the hallmark of a Jew.”47 As 

universalism was being smothered by the 

idea of a Jewish nation, Judaism was 

segregated outside of normative society. For 
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Berger, this contrast between Jewish 

universalism and particularism is the defining 

struggle of Judaism. 

Since Jews were granted citizenship 

in France in 1848, the struggle between 

sectarianism and universalism had been 

causing greater and greater points of tension. 

Jewish emancipation’s success led to the 

emergence of an ever-fiercer counterfoil: 

Jewish political nationalism. For Berger, 

Zionism represents an existential threat to 

Jewish assimilation because it recreates the 

historically dubious idea of a Jewish nation 

under the guise of a secular, cultural revival. 

For Berger, the most compelling Judaism is 

rooted in prophetic values which aspire to 

sanctify universal morality in the common 

struggle for freedom. It is within this 

framework, and within this understanding of 

Judaism, that the foundational theology of 

Classical Reform Judaism is born. 

 

The Essence of Reform Judaism 

As a universal religion, practicing 

Jews have an obligation to uphold a shared 

moral standard. Though particularistic 

Judaism thrived in the Middle Ages, 

emancipation allows for Berger’s most 

central Jewish idea, ethical monotheism, to 

take center stage. According to Berger, each 

prophet introduces a new element to 

universal Jewish spirituality, each of which 

calls on people to look beyond their tribe to 

live in harmony with humanity. Berger 

explains, “The idea of one god for all peoples 

representing a single standard morality with 

one set of moral values applying to all 

peoples - this was the completion of the 

revolution in religious thinking which these 

men brought about.”48 For Berger, the 

Hebrew prophets teach that fulfilling the 

letter of the law is insufficient; if certain 

ethical standards are neglected, then the 

society is doomed to failure. Reform Judaism 

is building on this foundational achievement 

and emphasizing these values as the 

cornerstone of an enlightened Judaism for the 

modern world. 

According to Berger, the 18th century 

German Jewish thinker, Moses Mendelssohn, 

created the ideological framework to grant 

citizenship to French and German Jews in 

newly emerging nation states.49 There is 

nothing extraordinary or deficient about 

Jews; they are ordinary people who practice 

their own religion which is distinct from 

dominant forms of European Christianity. 

Berger explains, “Emancipation was the 

fulfillment of the desires of ordinary human 

beings who happened to be Jews, to be free. 

This desire in all men antedated nations.”50 

While a new system was making Jewish 

freedom possible in the modern world, 

freedom as a Jewish ideal had existed since 

the dawn of the prophetic era. Mendelssohn 

began the process of liberating Jews from the 

ghetto, thus allowing for Jewish acceptance 

while creating the possibility for a real Jewish 

reformation. 

The one demand of emancipated Jews 

was that they would give up their 

particularistic customs and assimilate into the 

surrounding society. Liberal democracy 

could grant them everything as individuals, 

but nothing as an organized collective. 

Berger observes that in Mendelssohn’s view, 

most Jews wanted to be integrated and to 

practice a faith with universal appeal. As 

Berger explains, “Mendelssohn had shown 

them how they might be both free and Jews, 

even though the process he advocated for 

meant a progressive dissolution of ‘the 

Jewish people.’ Judaism could survive 

though ‘the Jewish people’ might disappear. 

Judaism was of the spirit of man. It was 

universal in appeal.”51 When given the choice 

between freedom and an outdated notion of 

“Jewish peoplehood,” most Jews would 

choose freedom. As the “spirit of man,” a 

universal Judaism could finally emerge. 

Jewish emancipation creates the need 

for Reform Judaism. As various European 
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societies granted new opportunities for Jews, 

Judaism as a religion must adapt. Berger 

writes, “In a way, the average Jew gave the 

answer by emancipating himself whenever he 

had the opportunity. When his Judaism did 

not keep pace with emancipation, he 

assimilated. Where it did, he proved that it 

was possible to be an integrated citizen and a 

faithful Jew.”52 This reformation began in 

Germany, and newly emancipated Jews were 

committed to creating a Judaism that would 

not impede on their social, cultural, and 

national integration into German life. The 

essence of Reform Judaism, in each of its 

various incarnations across Europe and the 

United States, is to facilitate Jewish 

integration while adapting Judaism for the 

modern world. The prophetic ideals that had 

too often taken a backseat were now able to 

exist front and center. 

 

The Future of Emancipated Jewish life 

Berger rejects the notion of a “Jewish 

problem” that calls for a specifically Jewish 

solution.53 In his view, medieval European 

anti-Semitism was one issue within a broader 

system of feudal domination. The seemingly 

distinct “Jewish problem” of integrating Jews 

into emerging nation-states was a relic of that 

age; in the modern world, Jewish co-

religionists should participate in the struggle 

for universal human freedom. Berger argues, 

“Those who believe in emancipation, then, 

simply believe that history sustains the 

struggle of Jews for equality as an integral 

part of the eternal struggle of man to be free, 

that there is no such things as a permanent 

“Jewish problem’ peculiar to a ‘Jewish 

people.’”54 Emancipated Jewry should 

continue advocating for integration and 

should abandon an inaccurate notion of 

Jewish peoplehood. Remarkably, Berger 

thinks that liberal democracy had itself 

integrated prophetic values into its 

conception of freedom. Jews are able to join 

normative liberal democratic societies 

because those cultures had already integrated 

the best of the Jewish tradition as its 

foundation. For Berger, there is no 

contradiction between democratic citizenship 

and universalist Judaism; they complement 

one another perfectly. 

Berger believes that emancipation 

offers the greatest opportunity to rebuild a 

Judaism that upheld the universal moral 

direction of Jewish life. Emancipation would 

lead to integration which would bring about 

better economic and social prospects for 

Jewish co-religionists. Jews wanted simple 

human needs: freedom, dignity, and an 

opportunity to contribute to the broader 

world. Berger says, “In a hundred and fifty 

years more than half of the Jews of the world 

have risen above the degradation and 

persecutions of pre-democratic societies to 

full stature in an enlightened world. Given a 

decent chance in a decent world, the rest will 

follow the pattern.”55 While religious law 

preserved Jewish continuity during the 

Middle Ages, it was no longer relevant for the 

modern world. For Berger, Judaism serves 

the individual; one’s observance of Judaism 

manifests in how well they join in the 

struggle for universal human rights. 

Despite his professed continuity with 

the past, Berger was writing during the 1940s 

and had to contend with a dramatic 

ideological challenge: rising anti-Semitism in 

Europe. In creative and sometimes 

unpersuasive ways, Berger attempts to fold 

increased anti-Semitism into a broader story 

of democratic backsliding. For example, 

when Berger discusses the Dreyfus Affair, 

which was an anti-Semitic trial of a French 

general that supposedly led to Theodore 

Herzl theorizing Zionism, he argues that the 

trial was not an example of Jewish 

marginalization within French society; 

rather, the exact opposite is the case: One Jew 

came to represent the entire nation. For 

Berger, anti-Semitism increases when liberal 



     Zev Mishell 

 

60 

democracy struggles; it is not born of a 

universal hatred of Jews.  

After the Holocaust, Berger tries to 

apply this analysis to Nazi Germany, arguing 

that Germany never genuinely created 

democratic customs and that an anti-Semitic 

backslide was inevitable. He writes, “The 

failure of liberal Judaism and emancipation 

for Jews in Germany proves nothing at all 

with regard to Jews and Judaism in states 

with established democratic traditions.”56 

Berger insists that however tragic it may have 

been, the Holocaust is one serious setback 

within a longer story of emancipation, 

assimilation, and integration. As the 

vanguard of emancipation, the fate of the Jew 

will continue to symbolize the destiny of 

liberal democracy itself. 

Berger argues that a new American 

Judaism needed to continue the Jewish 

reformation that began in Europe. For 

Berger, the United States is a uniquely 

appropriate place for Reform Judaism 

because American freedom solidified 

individualism as a key foundation of the 

State. Berger explains, “Because this is so 

and because Judaism, like any religion, is 

deeply personal and individual, there is no 

separatism involved between Americanism 

and Judaism. One may be a part of the 

American people and worship in Judaism 

without any conflict of loyalties or 

attachments.”57 The American project, as 

Berger understands it, is complementary with 

the ongoing Jewish aspiration for universal 

freedom. If genuine Reform Judaism 

succeeds, then American Judaism would be 

the best example of Jewish Reformation in 

the world. 

This is the backdrop for Berger’s 

confrontation with Zionism: He thought the 

Reform movement was abandoning its core 

principles and ceding ground to the Jewish 

national program. In the early 20th century, 

Reform Judaism began to adapt to major 

historical events, such as the Balfour 

Declaration, rising anti-Semitism in Europe, 

and increased Eastern European immigration 

to the United States. While Classical Reform 

Judaism insisted that Jews constituted a 

religious community, various Reform leaders 

contemplated changing their statement of 

principles. In 1937, the Reform movement 

adopted a new platform which supported the 

“rehabilitation of Palestine” by seeking to 

“affirm the obligation of all Jewry to aid in its 

upbuilding as a Jewish homeland.”58 For 

Berger, these changes were antithetical to the 

meaning of Reform Judaism, the project of 

emancipation, and the role that American 

Jews played in society.  

As Berger emerged as a leader within 

the American Council for Judaism, he tried to 

conceptualize what Classical Reform 

Judaism would mean now that the State of 

Israel was a reality. Berger writes, “The 

American Council for Judaism believes 

Judaism is a religion and that American Jews 

are individual citizens of the United States; 

not members of a separate "Jewish" 

community marked out by secular interests 

which are different from the secular interests 

of their fellow Americans of other faiths.”59 

Berger led the Council for nearly 25 years, 

desperately fighting for these values as major 

changes transformed American Judaism.  

In 1951, Berger wrote Judaism or 

Jewish Nationalism to articulate the 

Council’s ideals after the founding of the 

State of Israel. For Berger and his fellow 

Council members, Reform Judaism should be 

in direct opposition to Zionism and should 

therefore oppose a movement that is 

antithetical to the project of Jewish 

reformation, integration, and emancipation in 

the modern world. The Council survived until 

1967, but it nearly collapsed after the war. 

Berger was forced out as leader, and he 

established a different organization: 

American Jewish Alternatives to Zionism.60 

Though he continued to write through the end 

of his life, Berger was finished with his career 
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as a rabbi, and he stepped back from any 

major role in Jewish community building and 

advocacy. 

One remarkable element of Elmer 

Berger’s legacy is that he was close friends 

with the head of the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization’s Research Institute in Beirut 

(PLO): Fayez Sayegh.61 In the later decades 

of his life, Berger worked with the PLO to 

analyze the historical distinction between 

Judaism and Zionism. The PLO began using 

Classical Reform theology to recognize the 

legitimacy of Jewish religion while rejecting 

its nationalist claims in Palestine. Berger 

became more involved in directly opposing 

the State of Israel’s policies towards the 

Palestinians, and he expressed deep 

sympathy for Palestinian nationalism and the 

PLO. Berger had close ties with several 

Palestinian intellectuals, and although he no 

longer had a major foothold within any 

American Jewish community, he continued 

to influence the debate over Zionism and the 

State of Israel through his relationship with 

the PLO. 

Even though he was a marginal figure 

within American Judaism, Elmer Berger 

sustained a contemporary version of 

Classical Reform just as the broader 

movement was diverging from it. At its core, 

Berger argued against how secular 

nationalism could replace Jewish worship in 

American Jewish communities. He feared 

that diaspora Jews would serve a foreign 

nation state to encourage their governments 

to offer unconditional support, and he was 

worried that this new conception of Jewish 

nationhood would make peace between Jews 

and Palestinians impossible. For Berger, this 

was an unacceptable ethical position, and he 

rejects Zionism, from within his vision of 

Judaism and then finally beyond it. 

Though he avoids radical theological 

claims like Joel Teitelbaum, Berger’s 

unflinching faith in European liberal 

democracy ultimately failed with the Nazi 

Holocaust. As complex as it may be, Berger’s 

insistence that emancipation and liberal 

democracy could cure the world of anti-

Semitism does not stand up to historical 

scrutiny. Furthermore, his loud anti-Zionism 

also obscures something else: on a purely 

religious level, his Judaism offers little 

religious content; there's almost no vision for 

what practical Jewish worship or service 

would look like.  

Despite their limitations, one 

throughline through which to understand 

Berger and Teitelbaum is through their 

shared rejection of Jewish nationhood. 

Berger rejects Zionism’s attempt to construct 

a Jewish nation, and he argues that Zionism 

would corrupt how American Jews related to 

Judaism and Jewish history. In sharp 

contrast, Teitelbaum conceived of a Jewish 

nation that only included those sufficiently 

observant; everyone else had disobeyed the 

essence of real Judaism and was cut off from 

the Jewish collective. Berger and Teitelbaum 

have almost nothing in common except for a 

shared antipathy to the Zionist re-envisioning 

of Jewish peoplehood; their opposition was 

rooted in the deepest possible disagreement 

over how Zionism undermined their 

respective religious traditions. 

Though they represent markedly 

different Jewish traditions, Joel Teitelbaum 

and Elmer Berger are mainstream thinkers 

who watched as their movements evolved in 

ways that they found untenable. As futile as 

it seemed at the time, their leadership was 

instrumental in the continued vitality of their 

belief systems. They inherited ideologies 

born in Europe and translated them into the 

American context, thereby assimilating and 

transforming older ideas into a new 

paradigm. For both Berger and Teitelbaum, 

their desire to protect these respective 

traditions led them to creatively adapt them 

to rapidly changing worlds. We can thus see 

how modern Judaism evolved away from 

their ideologies, and over the course of their 
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lives, their ongoing anti-Zionism illustrates 

how these older traditions may have engaged 

with the dramatic changes affecting Jews all 

over the world. 

 

Conclusion 

When analyzed comparatively, Elmer 

Berger and Joel Teitelbaum are crucial foils 

to the development of Jewish political 

nationalism in the 20th century. Though their 

ideas were never widely accepted, Jewish 
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Abstract: 

In the field of migration research there is a lack of focus on the potential strategic use of 

migratory flows in the foreign policy of transit states. Transit states are the nations that migrants 

and refugees pass through on their journey to seek refuge and economic opportunity, and they 

occupy an essential role in the global governance of migratory flows. There currently exists a 

phenomenon called the Grand Compromise between the Global North and the Global South in 

which transit countries are funded by wealthy states to retain and restrict migrants. The 

compromise provides transit states with an opportunity to utilize the flows of migrants through 

their borders in their international relations. Two frameworks can be used to understand how 

migratory flows are potentially used by transit states in their foreign policy: migration diplomacy 

and commodification of refugees. This paper will analyze the strategic use of refugees in various 

examples of transit states through these two theoretical frameworks.  
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The relationship between a country’s refugee 

intake and its foreign policy has only recently 

begun to be researched. It may seem obvious 

that the quantity and kind of refugees that a 

country takes in will have an impact on its 

relations with neighboring countries and the 

international community. Yet, the discourse 

on refugee policy often ignores the political 

value of refugees and instead focuses on their 

economic and cultural impact on the host 

country. This gap in research has led to a lack 

of understanding of the potential that a 

country’s refugee intake has on its diplomatic 

leverage over other countries. It must be 

clarified that the term “political value” of 

refugees has the potential of being interpreted 

as dehumanizing; yet, it is only being used 

because it is the simplest way to convey that 

a country’s demographics, including its 

refugee population, are bound to have a 

particular impact on its political capital 

towards other nations. The following sections 

present an analysis of the literature on how 

refugees have been used as leverage by the 

Global South, and specifically transit 

countries, in their relations with the Global 

North. The paper will conclude with both an 

analysis on the potential strategic value of 

refugees through the lens of migration 

diplomacy, and an extensive critique of it, 

using the theory of commodification of 

refugees. This will serve to provide two 

perspectives on the utilization of refugees by 

transit countries, which are becoming an 

increasingly essential element of the global 

management of migration flows.  

A Tool of Leverage Between Global North 

and Global South 

In an increasingly globalized world, 

there is a growing consensus amongst 

migration scholars that there exists an 

informal global migration management 

system between the Global North and the 

Global South.1 This system has been named 

“The Grand Compromise,” in which states of 

the Global South host the majority of the 

world’s refugees and states in the Global 

North finance refugee-hosting abroad.2 The 

main driving force behind the establishment 

of this compromise is the maintenance of the 

sovereignty of wealthy states in the Global 

North. Sovereignty is studied by academics 

largely through the lens of how, and to what 

extent, states can control their borders.3 

Wealthy states have set up the system in such 

a way that they can maintain control over 

their borders and establish a more selective 

migration system. In the meantime, states in 

the Global South are often closer to the areas 

of conflict, instability, or of the greatest lack 

of opportunity, and are thus more susceptible 

to large waves of refugees. A large and 

sudden increase in refugee arrivals can take a 

heavy toll on a state’s infrastructure, 

especially on the healthcare, education, and 

security sectors.4 Even though there is 

extensive research on the potential positive 

economic impact of refugees in the long run, 

it would require significant efforts and 

resources to be initially provided by the state 

in order to integrate and promote refugees, 

which is more than what most large states in 

the Global South can successfully provide. 

An example of a state from the Global South 

that is often cited in research about the Grand 

Compromise is Jordan. In 2016, Jordan took 

the role of hosting large quantities of refugees 

from Syria and attempting to integrate them 

into the community in exchange for increased 

funding from the EU. Jordan was able to 

attain at the London conference an increase 

in billions of dollars of funding from EU 

states that wanted to deter Syrian refugees 

from reaching their borders.5 The Jordanian 

example is seemingly very symbiotic, as 

Jordan was able to receive funding and 

improve its relations with the West, and the 

EU was able to excuse its refusal of Syrian 

refugees to the international community. Yet, 

this relationship merits further analysis. In 

the following sections the concept of a transit 
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country will be defined, and the frameworks 

of migration diplomacy and the 

commodification of refugees will be used to 

provide two differing perspectives on how to 

interpret a transit country’s strategic use of 

refugees in its foreign policy.  

Role of Transit Countries 

 There exists a large body of research 

that analyzes the role of transit countries in 

the global migration management system. 

Transit countries are defined as those which 

migrants pass through on the journey from 

their home country to their final desired 

destination. There are a few theories as to 

why the transit migration has become a far 

more prevalent topic of research in recent 

years. An article from the European 

University Institute outlines the common 

conception that, due to globalization and 

developing technologies, migration across 

long distances is becoming much easier. This 

is occurring at the same time as the increase 

in restrictions placed by the majority of 

destination countries, and, as a result, 

migrants remain stuck in neighboring 

countries.6 There are certain immediate 

negative effects that have been observed 

across transit countries during periods of 

increased arrivals of migrants. For example, 

transit countries experience economic 

hardships, as unemployment rates increase. 

Tensions are also likely to arise between the 

newcomers and the residents, and security 

challenges have the potential to develop, as 

human smuggling networks grow.7  

There is far less research on the 

potential benefit that increased migration can 

pose for the transit country. For example, it 

has yet to be extensively analyzed whether 

transit migrants can replace native emigrants 

in the labor market. This would be an 

important area of research, as many transit 

countries, such as Turkey, are also major 

sources of labor emigration.8 In one example 

of a study on the political use of migration 

flows by a transit country, Ahmet Icduygu 

analyzed the case of Turkey. The country 

played a major role as a transit country during 

the Cold War, as dissidents from the Soviet 

Union passed through it on their way to 

Western Europe. The first non-Europeans 

that were allowed to take refuge in Turkey 

were anti-Khomeini dissidents from Iran 

following the revolution of 1979, even before 

they received recognition as refugees under 

the Geneva Convention of 1951.9 It is 

important to note that while Turkey did sign 

the convention, it maintained its geographic 

limitations and thus its obligations were only 

towards European refugees. Out of the 

roughly one million Iranians that passed 

through Turkey, it is estimated that two 

hundred thousand remained in the country.10 

The fact that Turkey took in such large 

quantities of refugees, even when it was not 

obligated to do so by the Geneva Convention, 

allowed the country to improve its image as a 

leader of the region and highlight its 

traditional identity as one of the major transit 

countries of the world. Turkey’s use of its 

role as a transit country for its foreign policy 

objectives can be seen also in the initial 

generosity and openness that Turkey showed 

towards Syrian refugees - a tactic used by the 

state to support the Syrian opposition 

movement.11 It can be seen as a strategic 

move because, at the same time, refugees of 

non-Syrian origin faced significantly harsher 

conditions and lacked support from the 

Turkish government.12 This disparity in 

treatment stems from the lack of utility non-

Syrian refugees had for the Turkish 

government in that period of time, compared 

to those that came from the Syrian 

opposition. Turkey’s case exemplifies the 

extremely important role that transit 

countries play in the global migrant 

management system and highlights the need 

for greater research on this topic. The 

following sections will analyze how two 

different frameworks can be applied to a 
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transit country’s strategic use of its refugee 

hosting capabilities.  

Migration Diplomacy  

 The framework of migration 

diplomacy allows for a greater understanding 

of the political value that migrants, and 

specifically refugees, offer to transit 

countries such as Turkey and Jordan. 

Migration diplomacy is defined as both the 

strategic use of migration flows to obtain 

certain aims, and the use of diplomacy to 

achieve goals related to migration.13 The 

most common example of migration 

diplomacy in recent years has been the EU-

Turkey deal of 2016. In 2015 international 

media agencies began to focus more on the 

migrant deaths at sea in the Mediterranean 

because of the worsening refugee crisis and 

the discovery of Alan Kurdi's body on the 

Turkish shore on 2 September 2015. The 

popularization of the photo of the dead child 

brought attention to the extreme danger that 

refugees, particularly of Syrian descent, were 

putting themselves in to cross the 

Mediterranean and the total disregard for 

their lives by the European Union. Turkey 

was able to utilize this period of increased 

scrutiny against the EU to pressure it into 

signing the deal and accelerating the 

country’s membership application process.14 

The Turkish leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 

acknowledged that his country had the power 

to threaten the longevity of the Schengen 

Area by simply opening its borders and 

allowing refugees to cross into Europe.15 

Some academics, as they researched the EU-

Turkey deal, described it as a failure of the 

Grand Compromise, because Turkey’s 

asylum system has basically collapsed.16 But 

this would be a misunderstanding of the 

Compromise in the first place. Through the 

lens of migration diplomacy, it can be shown 

that Turkey’s strategic use of its migratory 

flows to obtain the goals of greater funding 

and an accelerated membership process fits 

perfectly well in the Grand Compromise. The 

EU can have a more selective process of 

immigration, while Turkey carries most of 

the burden of refugee hosting. The 

functionality of the refugee processing 

system has never been a goal of the Grand 

Compromise and thus, from the perspective 

of migration diplomacy, its collapse is 

secondary to the ability of Turkey and the EU 

to achieve their foreign policy goals.  

Another case study that has been 

researched through the framework of 

migration diplomacy which sheds more light 

on how it can be used to analyze the strategic 

use of refugees by transit states is Jordan. 

Jordan managed to achieve the title of a safe 

haven for refugees in its region. The country 

has been able to skillfully use its refugee 

hosting capacity to obtain large amounts of 

funding and recognition at the global stage. 

Academics that focus on migration 

diplomacy have begun to study how Jordan’s 

large refugee population has played a 

significant role in maintaining the country’s 

ability to hold extremely high rates of labor 

emigration to the Gulf states17. The 

dichotomy of the country’s ability to receive 

large amounts of refugees and maintain its 

economy largely through remittances by 

exporting high-skilled labor have fueled the 

country’s economy and political influence.  

In Jordan’s case, from a perspective of 

migration diplomacy, the country is able to 

strategically use its migratory flows to 

sustain its high rates of labor emigration and 

gain leverage over nations in the Global 

North. This diplomacy effort allows it to 

function within the Grand Compromise. Yet, 

more research needs to be done on the extent 

to which refugees can be used to substitute 

temporary gaps in the labor market and 

whether this would have a sustainable 

positive impact on both the country and the 

refugees themselves in the long run.  

The migration diplomacy framework 

allowed for an analysis of Turkey and 

Jordan’s strategic use of their refugee hosting 



 A Tool of the State 

 

69 

capabilities to capitalize from the Grand 

Compromise. Another framework, the 

commodification of refugees, has been 

recently formed that analyzes this migrant 

management system in the context of 

capitalism and offers a slightly contradicting 

thought process to migration diplomacy.  

 

Commodification of Refugees 

Commodification of refugees is 

another, more critical framework which can 

be used to better understand the Grand 

Compromise and the role of transit states is 

the commodification of refugees. In order to 

explain the term, it would be useful to look at 

two case studies, Jordan and Lebanon. There 

exists a group of academics that oppose the 

framework of migration diplomacy and that 

argue that certain countries, many of which 

are in the Middle East, exploit their refugees 

by turning them into a commodity, meaning 

they are assigned a market value which can 

then be traded between countries. An 

example that is often used by academics in 

this field is the formation of the Global 

Concessional Financing Facility (GCFF) by 

the World Bank, the UN, and the Islamic 

Development Bank to provide concessional 

loans to Jordan and Lebanon to aid their 

refugee hosting capacities.18 This allowed for 

a phenomenon of refugee rent seeking, in 

which states welcome refugees for the sole 

purpose of receiving funding from aid 

organizations.19 The issue with this 

commodification is that it attracts states with 

pre-existing economic instability to welcome 

unsustainable amounts of refugees, while 

allowing the Global North to forego any 

responsibility that it has to host refugees. The 

main academic that has conducted research 

on this phenomenon is Gerasimos Tsourapas, 

who has developed the idea of the refugee 

rentier state. The Jordan Compacts of 2016 

serve as a great example to showcase the 

rentier state theory, as the treaty saw the 

refugee population as a commodity that had a 

specific monetary value that could be paid off 

by states in the Global North.20 This analysis 

of the Jordanian case does not necessarily 

contradict a migration diplomacy 

perspective, but it does showcase the 

necessity for another framework that 

provides a more critical lens on how to 

analyze the use of refugees in the Grand 

Compromise.  

Another example that shows how the 

migration diplomacy and commodification of 

refugees frameworks can be reconciled is 

Libya’s treatment of refugees under 

Gheddafi. From a perspective of migration 

diplomacy, Libya strategically used its role as 

a transit country to gain influence on the 

African continent and gain leverage over the 

EU. By doing so, Libya was able to maintain 

and capitalize from its role in the Grand 

Compromise. From a perspective of the 

commodification of refugees, Libya was able 

to exploit its refugee populations and attach a 

specific market value to them, which the EU 

could then simply purchase,21 essentially 

turning Libya into a refugee rentier state.  

These two differing perspectives are 

not necessarily in opposition to each other, 

but an academic with Tsourapas’s point of 

view would argue that both are necessary to 

achieve a full analysis of a state’s strategic 

use of its refugee population.  

 

Conclusion 

 The international community has 

been able to form an informal management 

system of refugees in which states of the 

Global North fund those in the Global South 

to host refugees. In recent years, the major 

players in the system have risen to be transit 

countries such as Libya, Mexico, Indonesia, 

and especially Turkey. In analyzing the 

literature of how transit countries in the 

Middle East have strategically used their role 

to capitalize from the Grand Compromise, 

two main frameworks arise, migration 

diplomacy and the commodification of 
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refugees. The idea of migration diplomacy 

allows for an analysis of transit states, in 

which they strategically use their migratory 

flows to obtain certain foreign policy 

objectives that allow them to capitalize from 

their refugee hosting capabilities. The idea of 

the commodification of refugees provides a 

different perspective, in which transit 

countries exploit their refugee populations by 

turning them into a commodity that can be 

traded with the Global North. These concepts 

provide different, but not necessarily 

opposing, frameworks that can be used to 

understand the strategic use of refugees by 

transit countries. Based on the review of the 

existing literature there is a need for greater 

research to be conducted on the foreign 
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Abstract 

Gamal Abdul Nasser’s regime ruled Egypt from 1956 to 1970. During this period, Sawt Al 

Arab (‘The Voice of the Arabs’ in English), a radio broadcasting program, was used by Nasser to 

publicize his idea of Arab solidarity and anti-colonialism. The daily-broadcasting radio channel 

firmly strengthened the Pan-Arabism identity. However, many Egyptian intellectuals opposing his 

policies, such as Sayyid Qutb, actively responded to Nasser’s ambitions. Sayyid Qutb penned over 

20 publications and profoundly impacted organizations, such as the Muslim Brotherhood and others, 

that opposed Nasser’s Pan-Arab dream. Nasser did utilize multiple media, but national radio (Sawt 

Al Arab) was the most noteworthy strategy to publicize his ideologies of Pan-Arabism and Arab 

nationalism. At the same time, Sayyid Qutb focused more on printed publications to deliver his 

thoughts and ideologies on Pan-Islamism. This paper covers the sword-plays between Gamal Abdul 

Nasser and Sayyid Qutb in the ideological sphere, defining the distinctive but somehow collective 

meanings and goals that Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islamism achieve separately.  
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In the spheres of politics and ideology of 

Egypt’s twentieth century, Gamal Abdul 

Nasser and Sayyid Qutb are two crucial but 

distinctive figures whose intellectual and 

political legacy has had a profound impact on 

the following generations. Gamal Abdul 

Nasser represents the government or those in 

power, while Sayyid Qutb represents 

intellectual dissenters, who led the rebellious 

spirits and ideologies against the government-

controlled narratives. 

Before the media analysis of Gamal 

Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb begins, 

clarifying the definitions of Pan-Arabism and 

Pan-Islamism is necessary. Undergoing 

multiple political experiments across the Arab 

world, Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islamism are two 

significant political movements which 

profoundly influenced Arab politics and the 

establishment of Arab or Muslim solidarity in 

the post-colonial times in the Middle East.1 

In addition to the ideological 

discussions, this paper spotlights how different 

media representations regarding Pan-Arabism 

and Pan-Islamism gradually influenced public 

opinions during Nasser’s time and afterward. 

It mainly investigates the radio-based media 

strategy, as a unique cultural tradition of 

communication means in the Arab world, 

which plays a crucial role in transmitting 

information as well as ideologies and 

cultivating the innermost solidarity in Egypt. 

Ultimately, by merging the discussion of both 

ideological and political aspects, this paper 

aims to illustrate that even though two of the 

most influential statuses in Egypt supported 

each’s opposite standpoint, they managed to 

realize collective goals of the anti-colonial and 

anti-Western dominant solidarity at the end of 

the day. 

In Gamal Abdul Nasser’s grand 

political blueprint in both Egypt and the 

broader Arab world, Pan-Arabism is an 

essential piece of the jigsaw at both the 

ideological and political levels. 2 To the 

domestic Egyptian society, he employed it as a 

powerful strategy to consolidate his regime 

according to multifaceted political 

publications and policies. To the external 

world, Pan-Arabism to him functioned as a 

fundamental logic that established common 

goals and concreted the figures of common 

enemies, such as colonial impacts left by 

Westerners and the uprising trend of 

Westernization disguised as modernization. 

During Gamal Abdul Nasser’s regime, in the 

media sphere, he especially employed Sawt Al 

Arab to publicize a Pan-Arabist ideology and 

in a way contributed to a broader picture of 

Arab solidarity. Despite the post-colonial 

influences, a group of intellectual dissidents 

also challenged Gamal Abdul Nasser. The 

Muslim Brotherhood and one of its influential 

intellectual leaders, Sayyid Qutb, were typical 

representatives.  

According to one of Qutb’s most 

influential printed works, Ma’alim fi al-Tariq 

(‘Milestones’ in English), he presented the 

idea that Islam is more than a religion because 

it dictates the ideal religion-life relationship 

and could be applied to every aspect of 

people’s daily lives. He also attributed 

sovereignty to the God and only the God, 

whereas the current Muslim world, governed 

solely by mankind and secular law and 

political system, fell into a troubled time with 

ignorance (jahiliyyah). And to some extent, 

jihad is necessary, to revive the time of the 

Prophet and after his death.3 Hence, according 

to his explanations of “true” Islam and a “real” 

Muslim, Islam is the only panacea to 

reassemble the ideal Pan-Islamic world. 

Qutb’s radical political ideologies led 

to his death under Gamal Abdul Nasser’s 

regime; however, his ideas circulated 

profoundly throughout the Muslim world after 

his death.4 During his time in prison, he wrote 

and later published a lot of his works which 

preserved his thoughts.5Although these printed 

publications did not intellectually function like 

Nasser’s radio strategy and national media 

plan, they were the most influential legacies 
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that Qutb left behind, strongly impacting the 

Muslim Brotherhood and the development of 

Pan-Islamism later on. Nonetheless, one 

question remains, do Qutb’s theories and 

ideologies completely contradict with Nasser’s 

Arab solidarity? Not really. Just like Nasser’s 

United Arab dreams or the initial intention of 

Pan-Arabism which are both calling people to 

unite and jointly break the nutshell created by 

colonists that had been haunting above the 

Arab world for a long time, the ultimate goal 

of Qutb’s Pan-Islamic dream is also a form of 

anti-colonial and anti-Western solidarity that 

can grow strong enough to protect God’s 

people.6  

 

Pan-Arabism vs. Pan-Islamism: Everlasting 

Disagreements or Solutions?  

Pan-Arabism, which has once been 

described as a “dream” by historian Barry 

Rubin, refers to the idea that all Arab countries 

should be united and constitute a new Arab 

state. Unlike the European interpretation of 

nationalism, which emphasizes the 

establishment of an independent nation-state, 

the so-called “new Arab state” focuses on the 

commonly shared Arab characteristics, which 

are utilized to form the definition of an Arab 

and to identify the boundaries of the “new 

Arab state”. 7  In short, the European 

philosophers focused more on the result, while 

Pan-Arabism is aimed more at the process. 

While going further in Pan-Arabism 

discussion, there are two significant parts 

which play a role: a common goal, such as an 

external enemy that all people in the 

community are jointly against, and cultural 

roots for common identification.  

The goal is significant to build a bond 

among communities, which even have 

estrangements before. For instance, it can 

explain why Egypt and Syria, two Arab 

countries without shared borders or 

geopolitical intimacy, made a deal with the 

United Arab Republic. This was due to both 

having similar political pursuits of forgoing 

the chains of colonialism. In general, there is 

an urgent need for leadership at both the 

political and intellectual level to counter 

against Westernism and imperialism. 

In addition to this, the historian Eugene 

Rogan provides a more explicit description of 

the common cultural roots in his book, 

indicating that “Most people in the Arab world 

believed they were united by a common 

language, history, and culture grounded in the 

Islamic past, a culture shared by Muslims and 

non-Muslims… They believed that Arab 

greatness in world affairs could only be 

restored through unity”. 8  From Rogan’s 

statement, it is clear that Islam did play an 

essential role in the cultural roots of Pan-

Arabism; but Islam was not the only reason 

behind it. Another vital case to support this 

statement is the perseverance of Egyptian 

Christians who are also included in the Arab 

communities’ scale under the definition of 

Pan-Arabism. Looking at the cultural aspects 

of this discussion, it is worth noting that a soft 

but firm emotional connection to the Arab 

community and Arab identity recognition 

brought by the Arab cultural roots should be a 

necessary element in establishing solidarity 

among the Arab people. 

Nonetheless, Pan-Islamism aims to 

build up the consolidated Muslim world upon 

its commonly held religious beliefs, which 

predominantly comes from Islam. 9  Briefly 

speaking, Islam, as not just a world religion, 

weighs more in Pan-Islamism. Under the 

universality of Islam, “the idea of political 

unity is inherent in Islam, whose character is a 

priori international, no less than a complete 

moral, cultural, legal, social and political 

system”10. In the narration of Pan-Islamism, 

the comprehensive impacts that Islam’s 

religion carries carve strong marks in every 

corner of society. In addition to the social 

effects, Islam is regarded as a bed-stone of 

Pan-Islamic society or state politics in many 

cases. The scholar Haifaa Jawad also 

mentioned that “the precedent to which the 
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proponents of pan-Islamism look is the 

dynamic period of early Islam, the ‘golden 

age’ in which the Muslim peoples were united” 

in the research project discussing the 

symbiotic connection between Pan-Arabism 

and Pan-Islamism.11 

 

Gamal Abdul Nasser, His Sawt Al Arab, and 

the Politicalized Voice of Pan-Arabism 

In the political sphere, Pan-Arabism is 

prone to a unique form of nationalism. As 

Benedict Anderson’s famous explanation of 

‘nation’ indicates, he depicts a nation as a 

socially well-constructed community, 

imagined by the people who perceive 

themselves as part of that group. 12  More 

specifically, in Gamal Abdul Nasser’s political 

blueprint upon the Arab world, the ultimate 

outcome of Pan-Arabism should be formation 

of the United Arab Republic. In order to 

publicize and realize the ideal Arab state, 

political propaganda via a radio channel, Sawt 

Al Arab, was Nasser’s most successful and 

influential instrument. 

Prior to the 1952 coup in Egypt, the 

Egyptian national press lived in a much-

unrestricted circumstance with rich cultural 

and intellectual diversity (Khamis, 2011).13 It 

had not served as the voice of a state apparatus. 

However, once the Free Officers and Gamal 

Abdul Nasser assumed the power of Egypt, 

they started to censor the country’s media 

outlets. Therefore, after completely shift to 

Nasser’s absolute presidency, Gamal Abdul 

Nasser took efforts in state-hold media for his 

political propaganda.14 This goes back to the 

fact that one of the deciding factors of Pan-

Arabism is the establishment of an emotional 

connection. When it is necessary, such soft 

power weapons could serve as the 

consolidating foundation of mobilization 

against any common external enemies to the 

Pan-Arab state, such as Western Imperialism 

and Zionism.15 

Considered Egypt’s social and 

economic environment under Nasser’s 

leadership since 1952, rigid censorship, 

illiteracy and physical distance between cities 

and villages were two significant factors 

limiting the influence of printed media such as 

newspapers and magazines. 16  Meanwhile, 

more advanced electronic media such as 

television had lower popularizing rate in 

typical Egyptian families. Hence, broadcasting 

via radio stations seemingly became the most 

feasible solution to Gamal Abdul Nasser’s 

ambitious political dream. Thus, Sawt Al Arab 

then emerged. 

Sawt Al Arab, meaning “Voice of the 

Arabs” in English, was initially founded in 

1953. 17  Although it is a state-owned radio 

station, managed by the National Media 

Authority in Egypt, it was one of the most 

popular radio stations across Egypt during 

Nasser’s regime and one of the most influential 

radio channels across the MENA region at its 

peak period, which was during most of the 

1950s to the 1960s. As a protagonist in 

Nasser’s strategic publications to the general 

public, Sawt Al Arab broadcasted national 

news and multiple entertainment programs 

which had to undergo restricted checks by the 

national authority.18 It functioned as the major 

mouthpiece through which President Gamal 

Abdul Nasser conveyed his will of Arab unity 

and Pan-Arab solidarity. Therefore, Sawt Al 

Arab acted as the central microphone that 

controlled broadcasts of Nasser’s speeches 

indicating the domestic struggles in the post-

colonial era and presented his calling for the 

Pan-Arab dreams as well as Arab solidarity. 

In Nasser’s Pan-Arabism picture, Sawt 

Al Arab was deemed to not only be “an 

extremely effective state apparatus to 

disseminate forms of information”,19 but also 

function as a cultural bond connecting Nasser 

himself and different audiences. For instance, 

Sawt Al Arab founded the radio culture and set 

the standard for Arabic music across the 

MENA region lately. 20  Furthermore, it is 

worthwhile mentioning that all of the content, 

including multiple public speeches made by 
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Gamal Abdul Nasser and the music or poems 

broadcasted through this radio channel, had 

been through restricted content check and 

censorship by the government. Therefore, the 

popularized songs and poems from Sawt Al 

Arab gradually incorporated Nasser’s political 

message within the lyrics of common 

Egyptian’s subconscious. 

In order to further eliminate the 

communication gaps between the regime and 

the massive audience whom Gamal Abdul 

Nasser aimed to approach, the niche-targeted 

message chosen to be broadcasted and the 

specific words utilized in Nasser’s radio 

broadcasts were precisely conveying the anti-

colonial and anti-imperial sentiments. From 

the serial broadcasts about the Suez Crisis to 

the biased coverage of the Six Days War 

against Israel, the information contained in 

these special broadcasts was supported and 

approved by the government. When necessary, 

they even took risks to fake or create 

misleading content.21 For instance, during the 

Six Days War, Sawt Al Arab created 

broadcasts of great victories even after Israel 

rapidly occupied the Sinai Peninsula, the Gaza 

region, East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the 

Golan Heights.22 According to a broadcaster 

and director of Sawt Al Arab, Ahmed al-Said, 

his exaggeration of the number of downed 

aircrafts was based on policy-makers’ 

information whose numbers added up wrong. 

It was, he says, his duty to “follow orders in 

time of war, and to assist the army by issuing 

propaganda to deceive the enemy.”23 

Apart from these, Gamal Abdul Nasser 

also fueled the radio-based media strategy with 

some details, which successfully cultivated the 

essential emotional bonds with Arab 

solidarity. For example, he spoke in colloquial 

Arabic rather than the more formal, fus’ha 

Arabic language, while broadcasting via Sawt 

Al Arab. 24  To Nasser’s massive audience, it 

was undoubtedly a signal that Nasser managed 

to approach them as much as he could. 

Additionally, the colloquial language 

delivered speeches provided a more listener-

friendly way for better understanding. Not to 

mention that Gamal Abdul Nasser himself was 

a powerful public speaker. Based on the 

audience-friendly oral-aural connection, the 

Pan-Arab messages had been directly 

conveyed.  

In short, Gamal Abdul Nasser 

successfully utilized the radio as a powerful, 

cross-hierarchy, massive-reaching, 

inexpensive, and boundaryless medium to fuel 

an atmosphere heavily concentrated on Pan-

Arabism across Egyptian society and later the 

MENA region. However, while applied to 

reality, Pan-Arabism still could not avoid the 

very differentiation among different Arab 

countries and communities, 25  Gamal Abdul 

Nasser here smartly amplified the cultural 

similarities as a mild emotional bond and 

materialized the exact figure of common 

enemies, such as colonialism, imperialism, 

Western-dominant regimes, and Zionism via 

the nation-supported radio broadcasting. And 

Arab solidarity had then been naturally 

produced. 

 

Sayyid Qutb: More Than an Intellectual 

Dissent and His Legacies of Pan-Islamism 

Moving to the discussion of the 

intellectual dissents, it is firstly worth noting 

the significance of The Muslim Brotherhood. 

Founded in 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood 

continuously held the ultimate goal of 

establishing an Islamic state or a Caliphate in 

Egypt. Yet, following the death of its founder 

and the first leader, Hasan Al Banna, in 1949, 

a drastic change in both structural and 

ideological level took place inside the Muslim 

Brotherhood.26 Along with many disputes and 

arguments around the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

leadership, internal factionalism, and 

ideological polarization occurred. 27  Sayyid 

Qutb, joined in 1953, was the leader of the pro-

radicalism faction.28 

Born in a small village in Upper 

(southern) Egypt in 1906 as the oldest of a 
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five-children family, Sayyid Qutb was once a 

writer and poet in the Egyptian literary scene. 

In addition, Qutb was once a member of the 

Wafd party and an active critic of the 

monarchy, yet he continued to work within the 

governmental system. 29  Although Gamal 

Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb were basically 

two Egyptian men who lived not-so-different 

lives, they eventually embodied distinctive 

visions for Egypt and the Arab world.30 The 

sword-play between them was not just the 

governmental suppression towards intellectual 

dissents; it also represented the irreconcilable 

rivalry between political Islamists and pan-

Arab nationalists. 

To Qutb, his journey to the United 

States in 1948 completely altered his opinions 

of the promises of the West.31 He then devoted 

more efforts to his Islamic roots and the 

exploration of Islam. He was involved in the 

Muslim Brotherhood while his publications 

did not merely criticize Egyptian society, but 

more specifically, looked into Egypt’s 

Western leanings and focused more on its 

Islamic identity.  

When Nasser banned the Muslim 

Brotherhood in 1954, Sayyid Qutb was jailed 

as a member and began the first of several trips 

to jail during his short lifetime.32 From then on, 

Qutb, as a dangerous intellectual dissent of 

Nasser’s presidency, would spend most of his 

life in prison. His experience in jail was filled 

with torture, but he continued to work on his 

publications. For example, he finished one of 

his most significant works, Ma’alim fi al-Tariq 

(“Milestones” in English), and successfully 

published it in 1964. In 1965, after a short 

period of time, Qutb left the prison, he was 

arrested again due to his publications. Later on, 

Qutb was sentenced to death on August 29, 

1966. 33  In short, by observing the brutal 

treatment of Sayyid Qutb, it is apparent that 

Qutb’s Islamic philosophy created great fear 

and detestation from the ruler’s aspect. 

However, Sayyid Qutb left behind 

revolutionary thoughts, not just in Egypt but 

also the entire Middle East and the Muslim 

world. In his book, the Ma’alim fi al-Tariq 

(“Milestones” in English), he innovatively laid 

out an outline of an ideal Pan-Islamic world. 

Qutb made a call to re-establish a Muslim 

world based on purely and strictly Quranic 

principles. Sayyid Qutb’s legacies also include 

his absolute rejections of all the forms of 

governments at that time because those 

political systems, following with each’s law 

operations, were wrongly offering sovereignty 

to mankind but not the God. People were 

submitting themselves to certain people but 

not the God. The phenomenon demonstrated 

that the current Muslim world, including the 

Egyptian government and other Muslim 

governments, was receded into a time of 

ignorance, which is jahiliyyah, and it was 

similar to the pre-Islamic Arabia before the 

revelations of Prophet Muhammad.34Another 

relevant claim Qutb made is that “most 

Muslims today do not practice Islam properly, 

are not true Muslims”. 35  Therefore, Islam, 

functioning in the grand Muslim world, is a 

religion and a standard of everyday life and the 

foundation of political systems. Others who 

had little relations to Islam were marginalized 

in Qutb’s theory. 

Serving as the editor-in-chief of ‘al-

Ikhwan al-Muslimun (the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s official journal) right after 

Sayyid Qutb returned from the US, he started 

to write against the current regime, calling for 

an Islamic state for Egyptian people. His 

radical philosophy caused intimate 

concentration and vigilance of Nasser’s 

government.36 Nevertheless, Qutb’s support of 

resilience against the existing political order 

might be the more dangerous interpretation 

that enraged Nasser’s government while 

creating fear. According to Qutb, there are two 

ways to approach his ideal Pan-Islamic 

trajectory, which is hakimiyyah (sovereignty 

of Allah), and free people from other 

mankind’s sovereignty.37 As scholar Leonard 

summarized in her article, one is via mild 
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persuasion and preaching. However, while 

referring to the oppressive dictatorship he 

lived in, Sayyid Qutb believed that this way 

could not successfully achieve the ultimate 

goal of Pan-Islamism, at least in a short period 

of time. 38  The second way towards Pan-

Islamic trajectory is via jihad, according to 

Qutb, which comes out with violent and 

revolutionary persuasion. Just like the French 

philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau endorsing 

the necessity of employing violence to free 

people under oppression and inequality, 39 

Sayyid Qutb had a similar tone in his 

argumentation regarding violent revolution. 

According to Qutb, any people or political 

order representing “oppressive political 

systems” and mankind-leading sovereign 

become the collective enemies to the Pan-

Islamist community, to jihadists, and generally 

to all the other free people.40 Yet, it is worth 

noting that non-Muslims are not necessarily 

the enemies or the opposite targets; the jihad 

will merely let them free to submit to the 

God.41  

Compared to Nasser’s charisma 

transmitting through Sawt Al Arab’s 

broadcasting, Sayyid Qutb’s theories and ideas 

are more dependent on the printed publications 

to influence more people after his tragic death. 

Despite Qutb’s advocation to violent jihad42, 

which is regarded as a guide to modern Islamic 

extremism lately, the historical stage he grew 

up from and lived in should be another focal 

point in his Islamic philosophical structure. 

The nation of Egypt he lived in was in a very 

early stage of national self-determination and 

self-independence. The monarchical past and 

the Western-dominant colonial past still left 

marks on this contemporary Egyptian society; 

the oppressive dictatorship of present Egypt 

and the bipolar political circumstance 

reinforced the darkness brought by mankind-

leading governance.43 Hence, at the end of the 

day, Pan-Islamism is another way held by 

Sayyid Qutb against the bitter colonialism past 

and the hegemonic present and future. It is the 

Muslim solidarity, obtaining apparent 

differences with Arab solidarity. One of its 

ultimate objectives is to eliminate imperialists, 

colonialists, monarchs, oppressive dictators, 

monarchs, and a Western-dominant world. 

 

Conclusion 

Having looked into the representations 

of both Pan-Arabism and Pan-Islamism, 

Gamal Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb 

proposed two distinct social solutions to 

Egypt’s post-colonial newborn society. From 

the different political capital they obtained, 

Gamal Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb, with 

pan-Arabism and pan-Islamism as each one’s 

respective underpinnings, which offered 

different paths to salvation for the Egyptian 

state at the turn of the century. And given that 

the great disparity of political power existed in 

between, the life-or-death combat between 

Gamal Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb was 

unaviodable. When the political ideas of both 

are implemented at the level of communication 

and media landscapes, different factors closely 

related to their socio-political identities also 

shape their choices. Various questions and 

means to achieve the goals were put in front of 

Gamal Abdul Nasser and Sayyid Qutb, 

respectively: how to reach a larger target group 

more efficiently through these media vehicles? 

Can this specific medium convey their 

political ideas in their entirety? Or even help 

establish an idealized political figure?  

There is no doubt that both Gamal 

Abdul Nasser, with his populist colloquial 

Arabic speeches, and Sayyid Qutb, a 

pioneering dissident who had a profound 

influence on later Muslim ideologists groups, 

successfully approached their targeted 

audiences through different media. Therefore, 

through a comprehensive analysis combining 

the characteristics of the media landscapes, 

specific contents, target groups, and key 

messages can be an interdisciplinary 

methodology for future research, especially at 

the level of media studies of ideological trends 
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and political movements in Egypt and other 

MENA countries during the second half of the 

20th century. 

Apart from this, while returning to the 

initial standpoint of each’s political aims, a 

collective goal in Egyptian politics can still be 

found, which is the attitude towards common 

enemies. Through different means, both 

attempted to eliminate the scars of colonialism, 

imperialism, and the Western-dominant 

powers in newborn Egypt’s. This is not just a 

reality in nascent Egypt; it is a common 

problem for other countries that have just 

declared their independence from colonialism 

and suzerain influence and the shadows of 

WWII. From a macro-scale perspective, these 

scars call for decolonization as the the most 
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