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Foreword

In this amply documented study of Ottoman responses to the rise of Japan 
at the turn of the twentieth century, Renée Worringer shows how our under-
standing of international history may be broadened in a transnational history 
framework in multiple ways.

First, although both the Ottoman Empire and Japan were players in the 
geopolitics of international relations—indeed, Japan’s war with Russia dur-
ing 1904–1905 was clearly understood in those terms by all segments of the 
Ottoman population—they were also emerging “modern nations,” and how 
a people, a government, or a society contrives to establish a modern nation 
is an enduring transnational question. Europe and North America served as 
models, but many in the Middle East saw Japan’s example as an important 
and encouraging precedent. What attracted them to the Japanese nation was, 
the book shows, its non-Western identity, which seemed satisfy their quest for 
“non-Western modernity,” that is, the establishment of a modern nation that 
did not merely copy a Western model.

In this connection, Turks, Egyptians, Syrians, and others who constituted 
the broad Ottoman Empire were particularly interested in Japan’s cultural her-
itage as well as its racial identity that set it apart from the modern West. This 
theme is pursued throughout the book. How races and civilizations develop 
and interact with one another is a key theme of transnational history, and in 
the early twentieth century both Ottomans and Japanese were keenly aware 
of the prevailing “race science” and the hierarchic view of human history that 
put all non-white people below the white race, and all non-Western civiliza-
tions below the West. How the majority of humankind, who after all were 
non-white and non-Western, sought to acquire an alternative understanding 
of the world is one of the issues historians have been investigating for some 
time, and this book adds significantly to the literature.

The author also repeatedly shows that the Ottoman Empire was not a 
monolithic entity and consisted of a multiplicity of faiths, ideologies, classes, 
and political groups. Though the ruling elite, above all the Sultan, sought 
to perpetuate the status quo, others such as the Young Turks were eager to 
displace the existing political arrangements with an alternative system, while 
still others, especially non-Turkish Muslims and other minorities, had their 
own agendas. Each had a different understanding of what was happening in 
East Asia and sought to make use of it to argue for its relevance to what it was 
seeking to accomplish. These kaleidoscopic perspectives on the relationship 
between developments in East Asia and the Middle East can best be under-
stood as another transnational theme worthy of investigation.

Above all, the book helps us understand the rise of “political Islam,” a 
transnational phenomenon that daily catches our attention. Although the 
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movement for a pan-Islamic nation, even a pan-Islamic empire, had arisen 
before the twentieth century, there was an important connection between 
the rise of Japan, a modern state under the emperor that seemed to retain its 
traditional civilization, and the struggles by Turks, Arabs, and others in the 
region to establish a national community that likewise revered its tradition 
and developed an identity of its own quite apart from the modern European 
model of nationhood. (Some believed, as the author notes, that in Japan even 
educated women retained their loyalty to traditional practices at home, a fit-
ting example for a modern Islamic nation in which female domesticity would 
be retained.)

Readers will learn much from these and many other insights that inform 
this volume. It makes a welcome new addition to the Palgrave Macmillan 
Transnational History Series that seeks to promote a fresh understanding of 
the past in a cross-border, trans-regional framework.

AKIRA IRIYE

RANA MITTER     
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      1  
 Introduction   

   The roots of today’s “clash of civilizations” between the Islamic world 
and the West are not anchored in the legacy of the Crusades or the early 
Islamic conquests. Instead, it is a more contemporary story rooted in the 
 nineteenth-century history of resistance to Western global hegemony. In this 
resistance, the Ottoman Middle East believed it had found an ally and a role 
model in Meiji Japan. As news spread of Japanese domestic and international 
achievements, a century-long fascination with Japan was ignited in the region 
that still manages to flicker now and again in the twenty-first century: most 
recently, in the aftermath of the US-led invasion of Iraq. Japanese troops 
arrived in Iraq in 2004; shortly thereafter, the Iraqi chairman of the newly 
opened Iraq Stock Exchange,  Ṭ  ā lib  Ṭ ab ā t ī  ’ e, was quoted as saying that “if I 
am permitted to dream, Iraq will develop into the Japan of the Middle East.”  1   

 When representatives of the Ottoman government approached British offi-
cials in 1908 to discuss forging an alliance between the two powers follow-
ing the Habsburg annexation of Ottoman Bosnia-Herzegovina, they did not 
describe themselves with that all too familiar Western epithet for the Ottoman 
Empire, the “Sick Man of Europe.” Instead, the former Young Turk political 
exiles self-assuredly declared themselves to be the “Japan of the Near East” and 
expected the British to understand the potential merits of a partnership with 
them.  2   In identifying themselves this way, Ottoman statesmen invoked their 
newfound relationship to a particular trope—the modern Japanese nation—
and all that it implied in the early twentieth century. In fact, this pan-Asian 
association with Japan was mainly a fiction generated by the imaginations 
of a vast number of Ottoman writers who searched for ways to ensure the 
empire’s survival in the modern era. Nonetheless, it calls for historical inquiry 
into the reasons behind and the purposes of Ottoman formulations of solidar-
ity with an alien, remote, and non-Muslim Japan. 

 Japan loomed in Ottoman consciousness at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury. The contemporary Japanese nation was an example for Ottomans of how 
to attain “non-Western” modernity in a global order defined mainly by the 
West. That is, Japan demonstrated to the Ottoman Empire how to become 
modern by “Western” standards without losing one’s “Eastern” essence. 
Previous scholarship on Ottoman identity and modernizing efforts has over-
looked the influence of Japan and assumed that the only pattern to aspire 
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toward was Europe, which is too simplistic an analysis given the complexi-
ties of nineteenth- and twentieth-century history. The historical analogy of 
modern Japan proved to be an attractive alternative that drew an enormous 
amount of attention in the Empire from the elite and nonelite alike. 

 The Ottoman endeavor to become modern at the turn of the twentieth 
century was informed by this discourse on the Japanese nation that addressed 
issues of technical modernization, social reform, nation-building strategies, 
and other factors considered to be the determinants of enlightened civilization 
in this historical moment. Inevitably this discourse also spoke to an Ottoman 
concern for the Empire’s future place in the world, somewhere between two 
entities that were simply differentiated as “East” and “West.” Yet this dis-
tinction was not so freely negotiated by the Ottomans. Once having had the 
upper hand in a rivalrous past shared with Christian Europe, they now sought 
to escape the current status to which they had been relegated—as inferiors to 
the West—even as they embraced many of Europe’s contemporary intellectual 
foundations and material attributes. And it is this dilemma that resembles 
similar struggles to reach modernity in a variety of other “non-Western” soci-
eties: the quest of an often diverse cross-section of individuals within those 
communities to preserve what they considered to be certain essentialistic, 
indigenous qualities designated as “Eastern spirit,” while absorbing and inte-
grating into their states and societies suitable elements of Western science and 
technological civilization, a feat Japan was believed to have accomplished. 

 Just choosing an appropriate description for the particular set of political 
and intellectual influences exerted upon Ottoman individuals as they grap-
pled with issues of identity and statehood in a changed world proved a more 
daunting task than expected for what may seem a rather trifling narrative of 
one empire’s interest in another. Perhaps it is due to the complex forces at 
work under the surface of what initially appears to be nothing more than a 
mere passing fascination with an Asian country that accomplished in about 
fifty years of intense modernization what it took European nations much lon-
ger to achieve. Indeed the Arabic and Ottoman Turkish sources themselves 
frequently repeated the above comparison between the pace of European 
industrialization and the rapidity of Japanese modernization with a very obvi-
ous tone of satisfaction. What may not be apparent at the outset, however, 
is the level of imagining that was conceived of by a range of Ottoman writ-
ers, poets, political activists, journalists, and members of the ruling elite in 
the Empire, as well as non-elite Ottoman subjects, to express their sentient 
analyses of the emergence of Meiji Japan. Though the overused phrase “Rising 
Sun” seems perhaps a bit clich é  in describing modern Japan’s ascent to global 
power at the end of the nineteenth century, again the contemporary news-
papers, journals, and books circulating in Ottoman lands did not resist using 
this teleological trope to express their evaluation of what was bound to hap-
pen all over Asia if proper steps were taken by those in power, unhindered by 
European interference: the “rise of the East,” or an “awakening in Asia” that 
had been put in motion by “the Rising Sun.”  3   It was poetic and descriptive all 
at once for the rebirth of the Orient to commence with Japan, located on that 
furthest edge of Asia where the sun made its first appearance each day. 
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 The Japanese islands had not captivated the Muslim imagination in quite 
this way before. Arab and Persian Islamic geographers of the ninth and tenth 
centuries first charted exotic lands perched in the Far East beyond China, 
which they called W ā qw ā q (rendered from the Chinese name for Japan, 
Wo-Kuo).  4   In Ottoman times the belief that the apocalyptic peoples of bibli-
cal and Qur’anic eschatology called the Gog and Magog were to come out of 
that far clime beyond mainland Asia on the Day of Judgment was still lending 
a measure of superstition to perceptions of the few Japanese people seen in 
Ottoman cities.  5   

 But it was not until the late nineteenth century that the Islamic Middle East 
became enthusiastically aware of a nascent Asian power that had existed in 
isolation for centuries, now called  al-Y   ā   b   ā   n  in Arabic or  Japonya  in Ottoman 
Turkish. Up until this time, the Ottomans would have had little to glean from 
Japan other than the fine craftsmanship of Japanese lacquerware and ceram-
ics, most samples of which made it into Topkap ı  Palace by way of foreign 
merchants or as gifts to the Sultans from visiting delegations who often were 
not themselves Japanese. Though the Portuguese and the Dutch had been 
involved with Japan through trade since premodern times, Europe effectively 
did not really become obsessed with things Japanese until the Victorian era, 
when their taste for Japanese cultural goods parodied the distaste they gener-
ally harbored toward the Japanese diplomatic and student missions resident in 
European capitals, whom they regarded as “peculiar Orientals.”  6   

 Commodore Perry’s forcible opening of Japan in the 1850s and, following 
this event, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 were the events that lured the world’s 
attention toward what would become the Japanese national modernization 
miracle of subsequent decades. For the Ottomans, 1868 fell in the latter years 
of the Tanzîmât reforms (1839–1876) and around the time the Islamic mod-
ernist Young Ottoman movement was resisting the centralized, top-down 
nature of these reforms implemented by a powerful Ottoman bureaucratic 
clique. Activist samurai overthrew the Tokugawa Shogunate, assumed admin-
istrative control over Japan, and surrounded their newly empowered symbol 
of Japanese monarchical authority, the youthful Meiji Emperor; they became 
the famed Meiji oligarchs—the  genr   ō   of later decades that carried out dramatic 
reforms and guided modern Japan into its twentieth-century imperial stature. 
It was the next generation of Ottoman activists after the Young Ottomans, the 
Young Turks, who opposed Sultan Abd ü lhamid II (r. 1876–1909), and who 
would come to idealize the Meiji statesmen as their role models. 

 Japanese modernization did not hold any sustained Ottoman attention in 
the press nor elsewhere until after the first Japanese study missions had already 
come and gone from Ottoman ports in the 1870s and 1880s. The first visit, ini-
tiated by the new Meiji oligarchy as part of their policy to “seek out knowledge 
throughout the world” as delineated in the Charter Oath of 1868,  7   must not 
have impressed the Ottomans tremendously. Fukuchi Gen-ichir ō , the inter-
preter for the 1871–1873 Iwakura Mission to the United States and Europe, 
was dispatched on a side-trip to the Ottoman Empire. There, he was to inves-
tigate the Sublime Porte’s juridical system in cases involving foreigners, as a 
prelude to the hoped-for revision by the Japanese of their despised Unequal 
Treaties that had been signed with Western powers by the Tokugawa Shogun 
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in 1858. Through some hobnobbing in Istanbul with a former diplomatic 
acquaintance, arrangements were made for the Japanese official to examine 
the Egyptian Consular court system in Cairo. Fukuchi submitted a detailed 
report to the Japanese Foreign Ministry upon his return in which he recorded 
his observations and conclusions regarding the Egyptian court system.  8   

 In the 1870s, then, Japan was still pupil and not tutor for other  non-European 
nations in international affairs; a change in roles was in the making however. 
The Yoshida Masaharu Mission of 1880–1881 was dispatched to Persia and 
the Ottoman Empire ostensibly to investigate the possibility of Japan opening 
trade relations with the two empires after the Qajar Persian Shah Nasir  al-D î n 
had made overtures toward the Japanese.  9   Relations between the Japanese 
and Persian parties during the visit consisted of pleasantries and expressions 
of pan-Asian friendship as well as the Shah’s inquisitive queries regarding 
the details of Japanese modernization. But as Yoshida’s government report 
reflects, particularly in the last section entitled  Seiryaku  (Politics), Japan’s true 
motives for the visit consisted mainly of investigating British and Russian 
activities in the region, as Japan was beginning to play the game of Great 
Power politics. The Japanese mission spent considerable time in the physical 
environs of the Russo-Persian and Russo-Ottoman border areas as they were 
aware of Russia’s desire for southern expansion and the need to block it; they 
clearly anticipated war with Russia in the future. They also read British strat-
egy in the Middle East very astutely:

  The Russians seem to entice the Persians into undermining the Ottoman 
Empire from behind. As for Great Britain, to prevent this Russian inten-
tion and their cooperation with the Persians, they planned to create a 
bulwark state between the Ottoman and the Persian territories, which 
is expected to obstruct both the Ottoman and the Russian thrust into 
Persia. In brief, Great Britain has assigned the role of a bulwark to the 
revolting Kurdish people.  10     

 In time, Japan would use its status as an Eastern model of nationhood and 
modern statecraft as a way to package itself for other Asians as an alternative 
to Western imperial powers bent on colonizing all of the non-European conti-
nent. But in reality, by the last decade of the nineteenth century, the Japanese 
too had firmly entered the arena of imperial, colonial competition. 

 Japan’s self-image had been transposed after the renegotiation of the 
Unequal Treaties with Western powers in 1894 and Japan’s victory in the 
Sino-Japanese War in 1895. The threat of Western occupation and coloniza-
tion had plagued the Japanese for decades after Commodore Perry first forc-
ibly opened the country in the 1850s. But by the late 1890s, Meiji officials 
were exuding an attitude of Great Power confidence and imperial entitlement 
commensurate with a nation that was now “leaving Asia” to “enter the West,” 
in the famous locution of Japanese intellectual Fukuzawa Yukichi.  11   Japan had 
remained independent, promulgated a constitution, and rapidly modernized 
the country. Its military, retrained and retooled, proved itself a worthy oppo-
nent against much larger foes, allowing Japan to acquire its own colonial pos-
sessions (Liaotung Peninsula and Formosa [Taiwan] from China, 1895). With 
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these achievements, the Meiji ruling oligarchy increasingly began to situate 
Japan at the apex of non-Western peoples, and to actively promote its stature 
in the world. Meiji Japan assumed the mantle of a superior whose “benevo-
lent” civilizing mission in the East consisted of both delivering modernity to 
the “less advanced” races, and rescuing Asians from colonization by direct 
military challenges to the imperialistic West. Success against Russia in 1905 
confirmed to Japan and others its abilities in the latter regard,  12   and set the 
global stage for later confrontation with the West in the Pacific War of the 
mid-twentieth century. With Japan’s annexation of the Korean Peninsula in 
1910, Koreans appeared quite alone in the world in their national resistance 
to what many Western and non-Western observers alike understood to be 
Japan’s active participation in the protection and modernization of a back-
ward Asian country.  13    

  Modernity at Empire’s End: The Ottoman Struggle with 
“East” and “West” 

 Japan emerged as an objectification of Eastern modernity in Ottoman dis-
course only after the empire had suffered a convergence of political, eco-
nomic, and social crises that included European imperialist pressures from 
the outside and separatist national movements threatening the stability of 
the polity from within. Earlier in the nineteenth century, new ideologies 
had begun to swirl in the minds of Ottoman thinkers concerned about the 
Empire’s survival: the European Enlightenment and the French Revolution 
had left an indelible imprint on the Ottoman intellectual educated either in 
Europe or domestically in one of the many modern schools established as 
part of the Westernizing reforms of the Tanzîmât and after. Rational science, 
secularism, a patriotic sense of a national homeland, and participation in gov-
ernment through the parliamentary process became the mantras of Ottoman 
opposition to autocratic rule. As the model liberal democracies of Britain and 
France persisted in their seizure of Ottoman provinces in North Africa in the 
1880s, however, Ottoman disillusionment with Western imperialism pushed 
intellectuals in the Empire to look in a new direction for a national pattern to 
emulate, which could still allow them to remain true to these ideals. As the 
contemporary nineteenth-century sources often reiterated, it was an almost 
natural inclination for Ottoman reformers to “glance East,” toward Japan,  14   
though the current historiography on modernization in the Middle East still 
frequently omits this fact.  15   

 At this critical juncture, the demarcation we know today as East and West 
was being redefined once and for all on both sides of the divide. In large part 
the terms of the debate were determined by Europe, which then had the abil-
ity to dictate the power relations imbedded within this binary. More than 
merely an idea of division, this boundary was a historical trajectory whose 
point of origin scholars often debate—whether one takes as its defining 
moment the ancient Greco-Persian rift, the Latin-Orthodox Christian schism, 
the appearance of the Prophet Muhammad preaching the rectified Abrahamic 
faith of Islam and the subsequent Arab conquests, the medieval violence of 
the Crusades, the Ottoman  ghazi  state on Europe’s frontiers with its very real 
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ability to carry out threats of military invasion and political hegemony, or the 
arrival of Napoleon on the shores of Egypt armed with scholars as well as guns 
to take possession of the Orient.  16   

 However it was conceived of in earlier times, as a demarcation between 
Occident and Orient, Christendom and Islamicate civilization, or in its latter 
stages between an emerging imperial Europe and an increasingly colonized 
Islamic world, this relationship was firmly theorized by Europe in the nine-
teenth century within the context of the global economy and Great Power pol-
itics, Social Darwinism, and racial assumptions: in short, in axiomatic forms 
also intellectually accessible to the very Easterners Europe had categorized. At 
this point, with the power balance having shifted in favor of Europe and ratio-
nalized into the consciousness of both Europeans and Asians subjected to the 
consequences of this hierarchy, the categories of East and West caused a his-
torical anomaly to take place: the Ottoman Empire, an empire historically and 
geographically tied to Europe since its inception, was now looking to faraway, 
alien Japan in an innovative way, as fellow Asian brothers in the struggle for 
modernity and against European encroachment. It was partly the reflection 
of a new basis of identity at work in the modern world. The religio-dynastic 
realm and the religious affiliations that were the underpinnings of pre- and 
early modern identity were, in places and among some peoples, giving way 
to secular, biological, racialized, and ethnic categories of peoples, so that the 
Ottomans felt more affinity toward fellow Asian people such as the Japanese 
than they did to others. Similarly, the Japanese looked further west in Asia, 
to the Ottoman Empire, as a potential ally against Western (and especially 
Russian) advance on the Asian continent. These reorientations were driven 
by the global power structure that had evolved by the nineteenth century 
in which European empires had acquired colonies, wealth, and the military 
might to guarantee their expansion. The coalescence of physical, imperial 
colonization of much of the East by the West with scientific explanations for 
why human evolution yielded a hierarchy of peoples with various levels of 
civilization made possible this very anomaly. 

 Neither the Ottomans nor the Japanese, conversant in the scientific theo-
ries of the era defining Asians as inferior to Indo-European races, seriously 
attempted to reject the notion of a civilizational hierarchy that placed one 
people above another in the evolutionary ladder. They sought instead to reor-
der the power scheme within the established framework while leaving its foun-
dational principles of Social Darwinism and cultural determinism intact. For 
the Japanese, the principles of a hierarchy of nations not only helped them to 
define who they were as a people, but also justified their later colonial mission 
in Asia. For the Ottomans, a hierarchy of civilizations indicated the potential 
for a reassertion of the Empire’s former glory in relation to Europe, mediated 
by the notion that Herbert Spencer’s Darwinian interpretation of the differen-
tiation of species would steer the Ottomans on their own unique evolution-
ary path paralleling European progress. This Ottoman advance would in time 
lead them back—to that former and more comfortable position of superiority 
vis- à -vis the Great Powers. Modern Japan would be their guide: as the Young 
Turk journalist Dr. Abdullah Cevdet phrased it in 1905, Japan would be the 
“carrier of the torch.”  17   
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 Pursuing a comparative study of Ottoman perceptions of Japan from the 
point of -view of a specialist in the history of the Islamic Middle East allows 
for the opportunity to gain a fresh perspective on the complexity of meaning 
this East-West distinction meted out. In doing so, I am indebted to a Japan 
historian whose feedback alerted me to what could be called a “temporal para-
dox” in historiography. For those engaged in Islamic Studies, Edward Said’s 
opus on  Orientalism  is one of many theoretical approaches to the study of 
Islamic societies exposing the historiographical dilemmas of how the field 
emerged.  18   Middle East and Islamic Studies specialists have been trained to 
understand the field as one plagued by Western definitions of the exoticized 
Other in combination with European imperialist politics inscribed into the 
region of the Middle East, so that the established polemic between the collec-
tives called “East” and “West” has been virtually internalized without enough 
debate or disputation. Islamic civilization and more generally the entire East, 
or Orient, is understood to be in a rather constant, inherent state of resistance 
to a Western onslaught. For those of us whose perspective was limited by 
this presupposition, it would then seem rather natural for any group located 
within the entity defined as “the Orient” to identify with, or to commune 
with, another member of “the East.” Yet to presume this is ahistorical, as a 
mentor of mine was astute enough to point out.  19   From the vantage point of 
Japan circa the early modern period and right up to the twentieth century, 
the Islamic world—and specifically for purposes of this study the Ottoman 
Empire—was undoubtedly in and an undeniable part of the West: physically, 
in its geographical positioning; spiritually, as the imperial guardian of Sunni 
Islam, an extension of the monotheistic, Abrahamic tradition beginning with 
Judaism and Christianity; and historically, in the shared experiences of the 
consequent relationships arising from these links. The early center of gravity 
for Judaism and Christianity was after all further East of Europe: “the Holy 
Land,” or Ottoman Palestine, as it was known from the sixteenth century 
onward. Christendom essentially had shifted West over the centuries. Yet 
Islam and Christendom possessed a single, intertwined history that wavered 
between competition and cooperation, stability and violence, wars and 
reconciliation. 

 Though retrospectively it may seem natural for the Ottomans to have 
linked themselves to the Japanese nation and its achievements as a com-
rade in the struggle against Western global hegemony, this is a postmodern 
illusion of our making. The actual reach toward Japan created a discursive 
dilemma for Muslims whose history was bound up in shared experience with 
Europe. To suddenly exit that history in favor of a mythological brotherhood 
with a foreign, non-Muslim (in effect pagan) nation tucked away in East Asia 
and about which little was known or had been considered in centuries or 
decades past required some creative explanation. The Japanese were part of a 
different cultural sphere comprising East Asians whose relations were forged 
through Chinese heritage and civilization; revolutionary connections had 
to be drawn up or constructed by Ottomans and Japanese that ranged from 
linguistic theories linking Turkish and Japanese languages in order to estab-
lish a rational association based on ancient history, to hopeful predictions on 
the part of Muslim reformers that the Japanese would soon complete their 
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metamorphosis into the most enlightened Eastern nation by mass conversion 
to Islam. Significantly, it was not until Japan’s first encounters with the West 
in the nineteenth century that a relationship between the Islamic Ottoman 
Empire and modern Japan could even be contemplated, and not until the late 
nineteenth century could the convergence of historical circumstances create 
the precise terms of this dialogue. 

 Coincidently, Japan’s revision of its self-identity described earlier was 
related to its historical benefactors at that moment. First and foremost this 
process relied upon the reconceptualization of China, previously the civiliza-
tional and political center of Asia, which had profoundly contributed to the 
particular development of Japanese history and culture through the ages. As 
Stefan Tanaka has illustrated in his study of  Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into 
History , the imperial prestige of  Ch   ū   goku , the Chinese Middle Kingdom, had to 
be reconfigured by Japanese intellectuals into the inferior status of a backward 
country they renamed  Shina  before Meiji Japan could venture out of its envi-
ronment of the Far East and assume its post as the progressive leader of Asia.  20   
This in turn facilitated Japan’s search for new political and economic realms 
in which to participate as well as its pursuit of unusual partners to further 
Japanese global aims. It is in this moment that the Ottoman Empire similarly 
came into focus for Japan for the first time in the late nineteenth century. 

 The first half of the present work on Ottoman imaginings of Japan investi-
gates the process of envisioning “non-Western” modernity at empire’s end, in 
an Ottoman state and society at the turn of the twentieth century that both 
sought out modern in the world and struggled between locating itself in the 
East at one moment and in the West at another. I take into consideration the 
historical specificity of the Ottoman socio-cultural context and its particular 
set of challenges in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
Ottoman endeavor was affected on the one hand by a crucible of powerful 
ideas to explain the rise of nations and empires that mapped out their pres-
ent and their potential futures politically, economically, even socially; on the 
other hand, the emergence of a new global economic and political order now 
involved the Japanese state as a major actor—a modernized Eastern nation 
understood as upholding these ideologies while at the same time altering and 
reversing the gloomy destinies of colonial subordination facing many Asian 
peoples. 

 The theoretical underpinnings of the binary of East and West solidified in 
this moment even as some players transgressed these boundaries—and Japan 
was one of the nations able to move between worlds, perhaps even more 
freely than were the Ottomans. The possibility of this transformation was 
expressed most succinctly as a physical relocation, the aforementioned “leav-
ing Asia” to “enter the West” uttered by the Japanese intellectual Fukuzawa in 
describing the Meiji Japanese journey toward  Bunmei Kaika , or progress and 
enlightenment. Ironically this path frequently led non-Western nations hunt-
ing for modernity to “return” to their original cultural homes in an attempt to 
modernize while preserving the “eastern essence” that made them a “unique” 
nation to begin with. Or perhaps better stated, the nation ended up travers-
ing back and forth over time in search of its identity, across the chasm of East 
and West. In Japan’s case, a vehement nativist reaction against the West in 
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the twentieth century followed the radical Meiji-era over-Westernization that 
occurred as Japan rapidly modernized to become a respected imperial power. 
The Ottomans who embraced modern Japan as an example to emulate hoped 
to make a similar kind of migration into the modernized Great Power status, 
but first they had to leave Europe to “revisit” Asia, to discover and reinvigorate 
their Eastern potential, before returning to their familiar cultural sphere that 
was ineluctably fastened to European historical currents. 

 The ramifications of Japan’s choices and its abilities in this transformation 
were interpreted differently by Europe and by Asians even when they had 
access to the exact same information. The Western world noted with much 
trepidation and anxiety the implications of Japanese modernization and mili-
tary might—in other words the rebellion it might incite all over the world 
among the Asians and Africans resident in Europe’s imperial possessions who 
desired liberation from the colonial yoke. This fear was aptly demonstrated 
in the prolific amount of racially prejudiced headlines and imagery splashed 
across the Western-language newspapers to the effect of a “Yellow Peril,” a 
rival Japanese Empire emerging that threatened Western imperial powers’ own 
colonial and economic might in the Orient and perhaps would even overtake 
the world in the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War (see  figure 1.1 ).  21        

 Figure 1.1      The Knackfuss painting. 
 Note: This image was reprinted in several Arabic journals to depict the European fears of the 
“Yellow Peril.” Designed and commissioned by Kaiser Wilhelm in 1895, and titled  “völker   
Europas, wahrt eure heiligsten G   ü   ter”  (“Peoples of Europe, Guard Your Dearest Goods”), it is 
also known as “Knackfuss painting” after artist Hermann Knackfuss. The image circulated 
among Western rulers, and the Japanese also published it in their papers.  
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 In contrast, Asian anticolonialists in various parts of the world swelled with 
pride over Japanese successes. The Chinese  Ch ’ ing-i  (“National Renovation 
Movement”) in the last quarter of the nineteenth century that extended into 
the 1898 Chinese Reform Movement has been linked to Japanese influence 
there.  22   The Vietnamese   Ðô   ng-du  (“go East”) movement typified the tendency 
among elites of non-Western societies seeking modernity to look selectively to 
Japan for guidance; Vietnamese intellectuals had Japan in mind as their cul-
tural and national pattern to mimic.  23   The Indian nationalist struggle against 
the British Raj idealized Meiji Japan, and to complement the intellectual dis-
course on Japan and modernization, Indian nationalists made direct contacts 
with the Japanese to assist in demanding economic self-sufficiency and politi-
cal self-governance. Indian political exiles and engineering students found a 
haven in Tokyo after 1900.  24   Indian nationalists instigated the 1905 Swadeshi 
Boycott of all foreign manufactured goods while allowing Japanese products 
to freely enter the country; indeed some of the first textile factories operat-
ing independently in India used Japanese machinery in them.  25   The Russo-
Japanese War and Japan’s defeat of Czarist Russia in 1905 had an immense 
impact on the entire world, whether among the colonized nations of Africa 
and Asia who now felt their liberation was at hand, such as those in the Dutch 
East Indies,  26   or those anticipating a revolution in the East that might alter 
their autocratic political system to favor constitutional arrangements, such as 
Persia.  27   Even the African American community wrangling with racist notions 
of white supremacy in the post–civil war, postslavery environment of the 
United States took notice of Japan as a symbol to further their cause. After 
1905, black internationalists believed the Japanese to be a “champion of the 
darker races” whom they anticipated would be powerful enough in 1918 to 
guarantee a provision for racial equality be inserted into the League of Nations 
Covenant; President Wilson intervened, however, to defeat the amendment 
for racial equality.  28   Proximity to and direct experience of the Japanese ascent 
to power determined the rate and intensity with which a nation became disil-
lusioned with the Japanese model, the Koreans and Chinese being the first to 
eventually resist Japan as a colonialist power. More distant peoples, however, 
could continue to imagine the ideal of modern Japan in any way they chose 
to portray it. 

 This solidarity of the so-called non-Western world found its deepest bond-
ing experience in the mutual enthusiasm expressed toward Japan during the 
Russo-Japanese War and its astounding victory over the Czar’s forces in 1905, 
and the Ottoman Empire was no exception. Japan suddenly came to personify 
collective Asian strength and potential to succeed against the odds: to take the 
best from the West in order to surpass it, due to some kind of preservation of 
Eastern cultural-moral superiority that was channeled into patriotic defense 
of the homeland as well as into the dedication to modernize technically and 
socially (see  figure 1.2 ). Passionate anti-Western, anti-imperialist sentiment 
flourished again in Asia during the Second World War, when many colonized 
and semicolonized peoples flirted with Imperial Japan as their potential libera-
tor. Japan’s mid-twentieth-century “revolt against the West,”  29   culminating in 
the Pacific War and the Second World War against the Allies, was viewed with 
ambivalence by many of the colonized peoples of the Islamic world who had 
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suffered at the hands of Europe before the First World War and after, during 
the Mandate period. For this reason the fascination with the Japanese miracle 
of progress quickly resurfaced in Arabic literature and elsewhere (Indonesia) 
in the postwar period though the wartime behavior of the Japanese seems to 
have violated the very values of liberation they had come to represent. Despite 
Japan having committed atrocities in Asia, it was a relatively short-lived occu-
pation (with the exception of Manchuria, Taiwan, and Korea) compared to 
the extended and degrading colonial experience most Asians had had with 
European powers: Japan as an Asian liberator was certainly preferable to the 
imperialist West whose hegemony had been part of life on the Asian conti-
nent for decades or more.      

 Figure 1.2      Arabic weekly Newspaper  al-   ʿ   A   ṣ   r al-Jad   ī   d  (The New Century) pub-
lished in Cairo by Iskandar Chalhoub Bey. 
 Note: Front page of Egyptian newspaper  al-   ʿ   A   ṣ   r al-Jad   ī   d  (September 16, 1904) during 
the Russo-Japanese War, picturing Japanese prime minister Marquis It ō , Russian general 
Smirnov, and Chemulpo (Inchon, Korea) Bay where the Japanese carried out a strike 
against the Russian fleet.  
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 This historical fact is perhaps not understood well enough even today, in 
light of a reinvigorated polemic that Samuel Huntington termed the “clash of 
civilizations,” which has arisen between certain sectors of the West and the 
Islamic world in the late twentieth century.  30   The current tension has an ante-
cedent in the late nineteenth century, when the feelings of anti-imperialist 
frustration with the West on the part of many Asian Muslims in the world was 
such that they preferred modernity to be packaged in an alien Japanese form 
rather than as a direct export from Western (European) civilization. The fol-
lowing pages explore how this attitude was rationalized, if it could be rational-
ized, or if it was simply a matter of an imagined icon functioning to serve local 
Ottoman interest without serious regard for any historical reality. The fol-
lowing chapters interrogate current thinking regarding the viability of binary 
categories like East and West in the humanities field and in our view of the 
world at large—by demonstrating how they are constructed to assert political 
affinity, antagonism, or resistance in a particular moment. In addition, by 
illuminating the Ottoman ability to culturally straddle Europe and Asia at the 
turn of the century, I disprove the exclusivity of these entities in late Ottoman 
times and thus their functionality for the present. I hope to encourage readers 
to think differently about their understanding of the modern world by illus-
trating that ultimately boundaries perceived to have been firmly demarcated 
between civilizations or regions were actually much more fluid and shifting 
than once believed.  

  Modern Japan in the Ottoman Gaze 

 Exposing the relationships between the Ottoman Empire and modern Japan 
in all their richness and depth requires contextualizing them within trends 
and patterns of the post-Tanzîmât Ottoman era from domestic, international 
relations, and intellectual history perspectives. Reforming ideologies such as 
Islamic modernism (to reconcile religion and Western civilization) and the 
emergence of nationalist movements in the Empire indisputably affected the 
discourse on modernity, as did the predominance of other Western ideas to 
explain the behavior of societies and nations. Interestingly, embarking upon a 
study of Middle East nationalism yields a secondary literature on this phenom-
enon littered with references to the Japanese. Almost every monograph writ-
ten between the 1960s and 1990s about the development of Arab nationalism 
will briefly pay homage to Meiji Japan, stressing the significance of the Russo-
Japanese War in having inspired peoples of Asia to recognize their distinctive 
identities, to act collectively to resist the West, and to establish themselves as 
independent nations.  31   Usually it is no more than a brief footnote that does 
not satisfactorily point out that the Japanese victory in 1905 was a three-fold 
triumph: for East over West in the first technological war between the two in 
the modern era; as a symbolic defeat of absolutist, autocratic Czarist rule by 
the forces of the Meiji constitutional monarchy; and as a profound demon-
stration of the power and spirit of a patriotic, independent nation-state over 
an antiquated, multiethnic, multireligious empire past its prime. Ironically, to 
become modern and civilized in this era was synonymous with the ability to 
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sustain a bloody war and inflict the highest number of casualties upon your 
enemy as well as to have the most contemporary medical treatments available 
for your own wounded at the front. 

 Who was it in the Ottoman Empire that took note of Japan? Was it solely 
Ottoman officials that observed the Japanese nation-state or that engaged in 
diplomatic negotiations with its representatives, or did Ottoman society at 
large envisage the “Rising Sun” and its implications for the Empire? How did 
people in the Ottoman Empire view Japan and the Japanese, and what char-
acteristics did they emphasize? These questions were often left unanswered 
in the secondary literature, and I answer them here. Certainly it was not the 
Ottoman state and its governing personnel alone that paid attention to Japan 
as a model for administrative practice and the reform of institutional struc-
tures. Ottoman civil society also participated in the production of a Japanese 
trope through observations and commentary in variegated forms. This mutual 
interrogation of the Japanese example by state and society affected the polity 
in ways that had dramatic repercussions. 

 The Ottoman imagining of modern Japan is a kind of theatrical synthesis 
of concrete and abstract experiences on the part of many different actors. 
The historical backdrop of our play is the stage of the late nineteenth to the 
twentieth centuries, when the empire was suffering from multiple crises. 
The scene consists of a series of official diplomatic encounters and unofficial 
communications between the two states and their respective representatives, 
much of which was documented in the archival records of several Ottoman 
ministries and elsewhere. The dazzling script for this drama, perhaps the star 
of the production itself, is the interpretive literary discourse on modern Japan 
appearing concurrently in the pages of the local Arabic and Ottoman Turkish 
press, the Ottoman and French press published by exiles resident in European 
capitals and smuggled into the empire, and other miscellaneous literary forms 
such as books, pamphlets, and poetry collections. All of these forms of expres-
sion verbalized and/or otherwise influenced Ottoman public opinion about 
the distant East Asian nation by extolling the virtues of Japan’s moderniza-
tion program and the strength of its people’s moral character. And this narra-
tive of Ottoman-Japanese interactions allowed for no distinction to be made 
between the real and the fictive, as one inevitably had an effect upon the 
other: as Ottoman and Japanese statesmen met behind the scenes to discuss 
the establishment of an official treaty, the locally consumed newspapers and 
the Ottoman populace at reading salons, barber shops, and coffeehouses spec-
ulated publicly about the potential benefits such an alliance might have for 
all parties involved, subtly remolding unsubstantiated rumor and enthusiasm 
into a set of images of Japan that would soon be reiterated as historical fact 
and taken as a model toward which the Ottoman ruling class and the ruled 
should aspire. 

 A few comments must be made about the construction of an image for 
specific purposes, both generally and particularly as it relates to a predomi-
nantly Muslim empire idealizing the actions of a non-Muslim one. More will 
be said in subsequent chapters about how Ottoman intellectuals managed 
to either address or avoid the issue of Japan’s non-Muslim character for the 
sake of a larger, pan-Asian argument. For now, the following considerations 
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apply: first, Ottoman individuals constructed Japanese images to reverse the 
nineteenth-century hierarchy of peoples, and/or to demand sociopolitical 
change for weaker elements within Ottoman society. This imagery was often 
not based upon historical fact, but instead upon the argumentative needs 
of the agents in this process. In other words, those who drafted the images 
selected what they perceived to be the most valuable or useful characteristics 
of Japan to emphasize as an Eastern nation-state entity. They presented them 
as fact, either to contrast European development, or to illustrate Ottoman 
shortcomings. They frequently omitted what might not be illustrative or use-
ful to their argument. As one scholar explains,  

  The literary image of another country and its inhabitants, especially on 
the level of popular literature, is often the image held in reality . . . The 
literary stereotype takes on a life of its own, to the point that the images 
formed by domestic mental and verbal constructs dominate any ema-
nating from the reality.  32     

 As such, and corroborating Said’s work on Orientalism, these images contrib-
ute more to an understanding of the society in which they are produced than 
to the society about which they relate. Representations of the Japanese nation 
constructed by members of the Ottoman polity that I analyze in successive 
chapters appear at times to be no less than mere hopeful fantasies of their 
creators, yet  

   . . . to say that the history of opinion is necessarily so insubstantial as to 
be scarcely worth writing is almost to set aside the possibility of writing 
history at all, especially the sort of political history which concerns itself 
with the relationships of nations, so generally does the picture of their 
relationships spring not from any set of objective facts but from what 
people have believed—or chosen to believe—to be the facts.  33     

 Similarly, the social and political history of the people within the Ottoman 
Empire and their relationships with one another as they engaged in processes 
of nation building were informed by a discussion of Japanese images because 
“ . . . we shall find that it is possible for two different and conflicting images to 
exist side by side in the same society, reflecting conflicts between those who 
hold them.”  34   

 The “factual” data reaching the Middle East about Japan, it must be remem-
bered, often emanated from Western sources so that it might contain certain 
distortions created by European perception or bias. Even more importantly, 
the Japanese historical analogy was very frequently derived directly from 
Japan itself. Japanese agency in constructing a particular self-image that would 
be consumed by the rest of the world should not be overlooked here. As a 
consequence of its obsession with recognition by the West, Japan had a vested 
interest in portraying itself to Europe and to other Asian “consumers” in a pos-
itive manner, as a beacon of enlightenment for the Eastern world and a Great 
Power worthy of treaty concessions and military alliances. Therefore Japanese 
political intentions in this study must be viewed as causative. Nonetheless, 
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the way in which these images of Japan were manipulated or interpreted once 
they reached the Middle East region is paramount to understanding internal 
historical development in the late Ottoman Empire. 

 Secondly, many of the constructed images of Japan produced to illustrate 
proper national or nation-state development, reform and modernization for 
the Orient, were either generated by or interpreted through Ottoman elite 
sectors of society. They had access to this information about Japan and as 
intermediaries for society they expanded upon it according to their own ide-
ological predispositions. Comprehending this process requires mention of 
Benedict Anderson’s discussion of the influence of “print capitalism” on the 
development of national consciousness among societies whose overarching 
religio-dynastic realm was in collapse. He notes that “print-as-commodity”—
that is, the consumable printed word as it appeared in books, newspapers, and 
other literature—was influential because it “made it possible for rapidly grow-
ing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves 
to others, in profoundly new ways.”  35   Those active in the production of print 
capitalism in the late-nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire such as newspaper 
editors and publishers were eager to disseminate particular representations of 
the Japanese nation that would educate their readers in their views of what 
constituted an independent, Eastern nation. The press and other literature 
became the forum for propagating particular conceptions of a modern state 
and society. The press was the pedagogical vehicle whereby new elites could, 
as mediators of knowledge, suggest themselves as the members of society most 
qualified to oversee reform from above; they utilized Japanese societal and 
administrative models to demonstrate potential success in this endeavor for 
the Ottoman context, and in the process drew parallels between themselves 
and Japanese statesmen to emphasize their role as elites in contemporary 
society. 

 Ottoman elites wrote, but nonelites were still able to participate in the gen-
eration of this discourse through other channels. Local experiences on the 
ground in Ottoman lands related directly to what was happening in the larger 
world outside, and people made these connections. Ottoman officials cer-
tainly made their elitist views apparent in the correspondence they left behind 
in historical records, whether the memoirs of the Sultan himself, or else the 
writings and actions of his ministers and diplomats. The press, where perhaps 
the most striking and sustained public commentary about almost every aspect 
of Japanese state and society appeared, was the record of the literate middle- 
and upper-class intelligentsia of the Ottoman Empire who attempted to stake 
a claim in the ideological orientations of their government as well as in the 
minds of their reading audiences. They had access to education beyond a rudi-
mentary level; they aspired to guide those less fortunate than themselves in 
issues ranging from reform of the Empire to national identity. Ottoman jour-
nalists engaged in print-capitalist enterprises to formulate “imagined commu-
nities” out of Ottoman Arab and Ottoman Turk communities of the Empire 
for example. They actively undertook “the invention of tradition” postulated 
by Eric Hobsbawm  36   with their respective publications that resulted in a liter-
ary renaissance. The vast number of Arabic newspapers to come out of the 
Arab provinces of the Empire was a result of the initial  nah   ḍ   a , or Arabic literary 
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awakening of the mid-nineteenth century, and the  yeni T   ü   rk   ç   e  (new Turkish) 
movement flourished among contributors to the Ottoman Turkish journal 
 Gen   ç    Kalemler . In other words, the Ottoman imagination that rendered the 
Rising Sun for public consumption was shaped in large part by the ruling 
elite and the emergent middle class in the Empire involved in publishing 
ventures for economic livelihood as well as for a means of political activism. 
Nonetheless, nonelite Ottoman witnesses of the rise of modern Japan were 
quite capable of recognizing the significance of this nation’s achievements for 
their everyday lives, and this recognition surfaced in the poetry they recited 
or the comments they made about Japan’s war with Russia to foreign travelers 
passing through even the most remote areas of the Empire. 

 Postmodern historical analysis has recently demanded that we reexamine 
history to include subaltern voices that either were not allowed to seize any 
platform in the historical moment in order to make themselves heard, or at 
least that were not immediately discernible to the retrospective historian’s 
ear. In other words, a critique of the overemphasis on intellectual elites as 
historical agents, and especially in the production of nationalist discourse, 
has appeared in many fields in recent years.  37   In Donald Quataert’s essay on 
the state of Ottoman and Turkish studies in the United States, he put forth 
criteria for what a good study of Ottoman history should have as its basic 
pool of sources; he made precisely this demand to decenter elite perspectives 
on historians writing Ottoman history.  38   But as Ronald Suny and Michael 
Kennedy have written in their introduction to  Intellectuals and Articulation 
of the Nation , intellectuals often “appear to have the greatest agency in the 
shaping of national understanding, propagating the values of the nation, dis-
ciplining the people internally, and enforcing the rules and boundaries of the 
constituent people.”  39   Intellectuals are disproportionately involved in the  

   . . . “quiet politics” of nationalism that establishes the possibilities for 
what states and societies might do. . . . They do the imaginative ideo-
logical labor that brings together disparate cultural elements, selected 
historical memories, and interpretations of experiences. . . . [they] were 
enlighteners, liberators, the articulators of the national spirit that had to 
be revived, reborn, resurrected.  40     

 In the case of the Ottoman construction of a Japanese historical analogy, I 
tend to sympathize with their hypothesis that the role of intellectuals cannot 
be overstated when discussing the historical agency involved in producing 
nationalist ideological formulations that are palatable, attractive sugges-
tions to nonelites on how to identify oneself and how to cope in the modern 
world. 

 Newspapers produced by Ottoman elites were read to the illiterate in coffee-
houses and reading salons, and this shaped their views. Yet to allege that the 
lower classes, the peasantry, and people in remote rural areas of the Ottoman 
Empire had no convictions of their own, no independently reached attitudes 
about the changing world around them and how to deal with these new cir-
cumstances seems to ignore the influence of a large sector of society. Their 
search for a form of unity to survive in the modern world and to explain the 



Introduction   17

reality as it transpired on the ground was no less interconnected to the exam-
ple of Japan than were the orientations of the Ottoman elite who compared 
themselves to Japanese statesmen. The widespread nature of the fascination 
with Japan emanating from so many regions, classes, religious faiths, and eth-
nic communities within the Empire is demonstrated in the variety of images 
that permeated everyday life in Ottoman Anatolia, the Levant, and Khedival 
Egypt. Classrooms exposed children to particular images of Japan.  41   People 
repeated anecdotes of Japanese victories in the course of their daily exchanges. 
Poetry memorized by schoolchildren and adults or orally transmitted stories 
conveyed a distinct message about the Japanese nation.  42   Even the memoirs 
of the renowned Turkish writer and feminist Halid é  Edib Ad ı var indicate the 
overwhelming sense of fascination and awe Japan inspired in Ottoman times: 
like many parents who witnessed Japan’s victory, she named her son after the 
Japanese admiral Togo during the Russo-Japanese War.  43   Sources show that 
Japan was on the minds of many peoples within the borders of the Ottoman 
Empire at the turn of the century and had a meaning both specific to each indi-
vidual and common to others of various backgrounds within Ottoman soci-
ety. The nineteenth-century experience of the Ottoman peasant in Anatolia 
with the Russian Empire may not have been more sophisticated than a sense 
of Russia as an historic enemy whose threatening position on Ottoman fron-
tiers required the conscription of one’s sons into the military to fight and die 
defending the Ottoman homeland. But this experience often coincided with 
reading (or hearing a recitation of) an Ottoman journalist’s expos é  on Japan in 
which he or she described in vibrant detail Japan’s ability to fend off Western 
threats and even defeat Russia in war because of Japanese patriotism, love of 
homeland, and the preservation of a distinctly Japanese warrior ethos. The 
press vocalized in print the overwhelming emotions everyday events evoked 
in common people. The coffeehouse and other public gathering areas where 
literate folk read newspaper articles out loud to illiterates provided a forum for 
this synthesis to take place. 

 In effect the shared perception of the Japanese nation-state by members of 
various classes including the Ottoman ruling elite, middle-class journalists 
or political activists, and the rest of the Empire’s subjects created a kind of 
dialogic bridge that vertically spanned state and society, a phenomenon in 
many ways rather new to an Empire formerly founded on a principle of rather 
marked separation (though not an impervious boundary) between the  askeri  
(ruling) class and the reaya   (the flock). Enthusiasm for the Japanese victory 
over Russia in 1905 was almost universally celebrated in the Ottoman Empire, 
for example, with two noticeable exceptions: first, Sultan Abd ü lhamid II sup-
posedly exhibited uneasy concern that his rule would be too closely equated 
with that of the defunct Czar after 1905, an issue with deeper implica-
tions for the Sultan during his struggle with the Young Turks. Second, the 
Balkan Christians of the Empire were overwhelmingly Slavic in ethnicity and 
Orthodox in faith. They identified most strongly with Russia, they sided with 
their Christian protector in the 1905 war, and they were reported to have 
frequently conducted church services to pray for a defeat of the Japanese, 
unlike Orthodox Christian Arabs in the Ottoman provinces whose journals 
were filled with exhortations of praise for the Japanese nation now awakened 
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in the East. The Ottoman state cared about public opinion toward Japan just 
as Ottoman subjects took an interest in diplomatic actions carried out by the 
Sublime Porte. Opinions held in common concerning the secrets of Japanese 
progress facilitated an inclusive sense of pan-Ottoman solidarity to an extent, 
across socioeconomic class differences. 

 Disparate viewpoints about Japan tended to reflect political contests 
between those commanding authority in the Ottoman Empire and those 
excluded from it. Some members of the Ottoman elite before the 1908 con-
stitutional revolution and particularly after the 1909 counterrevolution saw 
Japan as their pattern for oligarchical government and centralized adminis-
trative control, whereas others emphasized the parliamentary nature of the 
Meiji constitutional monarchy as an endorsement for advancing democratic 
processes in the Ottoman system so as to allow greater civic participation. 
Egyptian demands for independence issuing from several nationalist camps 
tended to emphasize different aspects of the Japanese nation-state in their 
pleas to expel the British and acquire their own sovereignty, depending upon 
their proximity to nodes of power within the local Egyptian political system. 
The situation was complicated even further by the fact that a large number of 
Syrian Arab  é migr é s, many of whom were Christian, had a substantial role in 
both the British colonial administration in Egypt as well as in the publishing 
industry centered there. Their views at times corresponded with, and at other 
times contradicted, the indigenous Egyptian nationalist press in its reportage 
of Japanese modernity. 

 Views of Japan held in common by the ethno-religiously diverse popu-
lation of the Ottoman Empire generated a horizontal bond of pan-Asian 
solidarity with one another—perhaps for the last time—in an empire being 
slowly pulled apart by the centrifugal forces of nationalist awakenings. 
Spurred on by the momentum of pan-Asian optimism generated by Japanese 
achievements, Ottoman ethnic, religious, linguistic, regional, and class dif-
ferences were subsumed for the most part under the aspiration to some-
how replicate Japan’s success in the Ottoman realm. The general editorial 
opinions expressed about Japan’s victory in 1905 by Muslim Young Turk 
exiles in Europe, such as the secular Positivist Ahmed R ı za, for example, 
were likely consistent with the views of an Egyptian Coptic Christian pub-
lisher in Alexandria, or with the pan-Islamist Egyptian nationalist Mu ṣṭ afa 
K ā mil, or with those of the Islamic modernist and Ottoman Druze notable 
Shak ī b Arsl ā n, or indeed with most comments on the subject made by Syrian 
Christian journalists resident in Damascus, Cairo, or Beirut. 

 Simultaneously, however, the specific Japanese traits emphasized by one 
Ottoman societal group or another tended to be indicative of the emergent 
ideological differences that would eventually see the empire dissolve dur-
ing and after the First World War. Although members of Ottoman society 
overwhelmingly shared their enthusiasm for Japan as a model of reform and 
national development, they also defined themselves more strongly in contrast 
to other communities in the Empire through the medium of discussions of 
Japan. At precisely the moment when it was believed by more traditional ele-
ments of Ottoman society that indigenous Eastern culture and Western forms 
of science and technology (Islam and modern civilization) could be success-
fully assimilated, a formula Japan represented for many Islamists, the Ottoman 
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regime itself was moving toward the secularization and Westernization of cul-
ture and institutions to modernize the polity, and statesmen used the Japanese 
example to argue for it—especially so in the second constitutional period. 

 Some Ottoman Turks viewed Japan’s “racial uniqueness” as the source of 
their tremendous capability in the international arena as well as their success 
in domestic modernization. This solidified their own Turkish identity as a 
racial group in the empire destined to remain its governing elite at the expense 
of the Arabs and other non-Turk elements. This belief served as an antecedent 
to the eventual willingness of the Turk-dominated Ottoman state to perpetrate 
policies designed to homogenize the homeland in the final years of the e  mpire. 
They increasingly viewed themselves as an ethnic entity like the Japanese; 
some of those who perceived Japan in the most racialized terms, or who were 
the most influenced by this conception of race as it was framed in Western 
theoretical praxis and outlined in certain press and literature on the Turkish 
nation, applied it to Turkish identity. They acted on this understanding most 
profoundly in the twentieth century: as the architects of the Armenian geno-
cide of 1915 as well as emptying Anatolia of unwanted minority populations 
that would contradict such an ethno-religious, racial understanding of a mod-
ern Turkey (though one ethnicity, the Kurds, was left in place that caused dif-
ficulties later). Japan embodied racial exclusivity and homogeneity for these 
Ottoman Turks. 

 In contrast, the Ottoman Arabs of the Empire saw a different metaphor of 
Japan. The Arab vision of the Japanese nation legitimated their demands for 
a special place for Arabs in the Ottoman Empire as the descendants of the 
pious ancestors— al-salaf al-   ṣ    ā   li   ḥ   — the early Arabs, founders of Islam and the 
original genius behind Islamic civilization (its current incarnation being 
the Ottoman polity). The inclusiveness of Arabo-Islamic cultural heritage 
symbolized by Arabic language, the Islamic faith, and a shared history with 
other Muslims and non-Muslims, and not necessarily a distinct racial conno-
tation of the term Arab, prevailed in their consciousness. Interestingly, despite 
the potential for a strongly ethnic understanding of the term “Arab” to unite 
Arab Christians and Muslims where their religiosity divided them, most Arab 
Christian writers tended instead to delineate a mutually shared Arab identity 
in terms corresponding to those of Arab Muslims: as coinheritors of an Arab, 
Islamic tradition. Japan’s reverence for its ancestors as a defining characteristic 
that buttressed its Eastern spirituality was taken to be the model for Ottoman 
Arabs of all Christian and Muslim denominations. 

 The Egyptian Arabs had their own ideas on what to learn from the Japanese 
example. Nationalists in British-occupied Egypt viewed modern Japan as inspi-
ration for establishing an independent and constitutional country once they 
could dislodge British forces. Their comparative discourse on the Japanese 
nation-state possessed a heavily anticolonial tone that also emphasized the 
particularistic heritage of the Egyptians and thus disconnected them from the 
larger Ottoman Arab population in other provinces, who considered them-
selves part of a fledgling pan-Arab nation stretching across the Levant and 
North Africa. 

 As all these members of the Ottoman community shared in pan-Asian feel-
ings of solidarity with Japan, an intimation of equality with one another 
could be said to have been etched into Ottoman consciousness despite 
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 ethno-religious distinctions. However, at the very same moment, they inevi-
tably also began to irreversibly differentiate themselves from one another. 
Discourse on modern Japan was a timely prism through which to discern 
these evolving debates and distinctions. Ottoman individuals worked out for 
themselves the achievements they attributed to a particular set of Japanese 
values or policies while conjuring up their versions of a “Rising Sun.” In turn 
they incorporated these ideas into their own communal self-views, setting 
themselves apart from other sectors of Ottoman society. 

 A study such as this one will require some introduction to the Ottoman 
predicament of the late nineteenth century before proceeding to unlock the 
precise meanings of discourse on modern Japan produced in the empire, how 
to study these perceptions, and how perception can affect historical out-
comes. It will not be a strictly chronological progression, but rather the chap-
ters are organized thematically. Part I, subtitled “Seeking out ‘Modern’ in the 
International Arena,” is broken up into three chapters. Chapter 2 explores 
the complexities of “non-Western” modernity by first clarifying the ways in 
which power is framed—the theoretical underpinnings of the hierarchy of 
nations as formulated in the nineteenth century and played out militarily 
through the seizure of colonies by European powers. The search for modernity 
caused people to look in various places for solutions. I explore the historiogra-
phy of East and West as binary categories, then move on to look at the rise of 
Japan and the Chinese response to this in comparison to Islamic civilization’s 
relationship to the West. Japan reversed the global political order according 
to many Asian observers; I probe some of the relevant commentary made 
by Ottoman writers claiming that Japan had done precisely this, juxtapos-
ing their views within the context of other Eastern or Asian attitudes toward 
Japanese modernity. 

 Chapter 3 reviews several factors determining the Ottoman Empire’s orien-
tation as a polity, physically and intellectually situated between Europe and 
Asia. Incorporation into the world economic system on the periphery of the 
European core and a responsiveness among members of the Ottoman intel-
ligentsia to Western currents of thought are the key links to the European 
continent affecting Ottoman life and reform efforts in the nineteenth cen-
tury. In the case of the latter, this responsiveness started with ideas of the 
Enlightenment and influences from the French Revolution; in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, influential Western theorists, including the French 
sociologist Gustave Le Bon and the British philosopher-sociologist Herbert 
Spencer, explicated the racial-civilizational order in ways comprehensible to 
Ottoman intellectuals. 

 Against this intellectual milieu, Chapter 4 explores the efforts to conduct 
Ottoman-Japanese diplomacy as a very real response to challenges that both 
powers faced at the time. Though ultimately these attempts are a failed 
experiment between the “two citadels of Asia,” they are the backdrop for the 
Ottoman transformation from a “Sick Man of Europe” into the “Japan of the 
Near East”—in other words, the Ottoman migration out of Europe and into 
East. Due to the significant contributions of the Tatar Muslim political activist 
Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim in attempting to forge this relationship, he will be dis-
cussed in a separate section. 
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 Part II centers on how “modern” was defined in the Ottoman microcosm. In 
these chapters I elucidate the specific constructions of Japan imagery produced 
by Ottoman writers and intellectuals starting in the late nineteenth century 
and continuing through the First World War era, and how various groups 
wielded these images for domestic political effect. The Young Turks and Sultan 
Abd ü lhamid II were locked in a political struggle in which both sides found 
the Japan model to be an expedient tool for critique and defense, the focus of 
Chapter 5. This scenario is replicated again after the Committee of Union and 
Progress asserted its authority in the Empire more assiduously from around 
1909. Constitutional, parliamentary government and universal education in 
one instance were the most important institutions behind Japanese success 
according to Young Turk exiles, provincial Arabs, and Egyptian nationalists; 
most of the Ottoman Turkish discourse from roughly 1912 onward distinctly 
shifts to interest in Japanese military strategy and modernization techniques 
as a response to wartime considerations, and the sources in general become 
scant after 1916. 

 Chapters 6–7 focus upon Ottoman definitions of  terakk   î   and  medeniyet —
modern progress and civilization—and how to achieve these through the 
appropriate synthesis of “Eastern essence” and “Western science,”  à  la Japan. 
Obviously there was variation in how these concepts were conceived by 
Ottoman authors. Around the turn of the century, Arabic writings on Japanese 
nationhood underscored certain elements necessary for defining Arabo-Islamic 
heritage; this resembled the exposition on Japan put forth by Islamic mod-
ernists from various ethnicities in the Empire who often wrote in Ottoman 
Turkish and who expanded upon how to become modern without sacrificing 
indigenous Muslim culture and morality. At the same time, their exegesis con-
trasted much of the secular, proto-nationalist Turkish discussions of Japan pro-
duced by Ottoman elites in positions of authority that stressed racial identity 
as the essential ingredient of “Easternness” and that understood the Empire’s 
survival in the modern world as predicated upon Turkish leadership to guide 
them through. The importance of specific traits Ottoman authors attributed 
to the Japanese themselves or to their state-led reform program allows us to 
better understand the internal dynamics being played out between Ottoman 
groups. 

 In the framework of the Japanese example mediating non-Western iden-
tity and nationhood, turn-of-the-century Egypt possessed a peculiar set of cir-
cumstances (situated between Europe and Asia, linked to both by geographic 
proximity and history, its ongoing British occupation) that requires a separate 
chapter in this study, although the centrality of Cairo as a hub of journalistic 
enterprise that reached far beyond Suez makes it impossible to consider Egypt 
in complete isolation from Ottoman Arab intellectual trends. In any case, for 
many Egyptian nationalists, Pharaonic Egyptian past became synonymous 
with Japanese ancestral worship as two similar foundations of particularistic 
national identity reinforcing the ability of the collective to achieve indepen-
dence. The fulfillment of Egyptian statehood necessitated first and foremost a 
withdrawal of British forces before the natural course of Egypt’s development 
could commence; this process was represented by the attainment of a consti-
tutional government and a universal, compulsory education system similar to 
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those of Meiji Japan. Both institutions were to elicit as well as to propagate a 
sense of Egyptian pride and patriotism in the territorial homeland ( waṭan ), the 
other key signifier of modernity for the national community ( umma ). Syrian 
Muslim and Christian  é migr é s residing in Egypt who published newspapers 
added yet another layer to the dialogue on modernity taking place there. They 
contributed to the discourse on Japan in ways that subtly shaped thinking 
about what should be the proper sociopolitical principles underlying the emer-
gent Egyptian nation. Their influence should be understood empire-wide, their 
ideas, indicative of the broader debates occurring over the place of religion and 
ethnicity in one’s identity and in the formation of non-Western modernity.     
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     Part I 
 Seeking out “Modern” within the 
International Arena 
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  2 
 Framing Power and the 
Need to Reverse   

   The so-called clash of civilizations some parts of the world believes it is cur-
rently witnessing between the West and Islam is better described as the latter 
stage of a process that began in the nineteenth century as “subaltern” resis-
tance to Western imperial and civilizational hegemony. The voices of opposi-
tion to Western domination emanating from the Ottoman Middle East (and 
from other parts of the colonized world as well), fueled by a desire to assert 
agency in the international order and over their own destinies, expressed 
indignation at a formerly inferior Europe, which now appeared to have the 
upper hand in military, economic, and political affairs involving Asians and 
Muslims. Many non-Western intellectuals in the latter nineteenth century 
objected to the unjust, inhumane, and socially destructive aspects of “ratio-
nalist” Enlightenment thought that justified European colonial enterprises 
and the Western cultural supremacy that it came to imply. But the ideological 
principles underpinning the discriminatory framework in place at this his-
toric juncture, including those which organized European, Asian, and African 
peoples respectively into a hierarchy of “advanced” and “primitive” nations, 
remained an accepted set of ideas upon which to formulate modernity for 
most of the West and non-West alike up until the twentieth century. The 
Ottoman Empire, as a state claiming both succession from earlier Islamic civi-
lization and a history in and with Christian Europe, was intellectually insep-
arable from these currents of thought. Ottoman individuals wrestling with 
questions of modernity were constrained by these ultimately Western-centric 
ideals that subordinated the non-West to Europe. Not until recently could the 
final phase in this process—the dramatic redefinition of foundations for an 
alternative form of modernity that is a subtle rejection of this framework—
be said to have occurred in the Islamic Middle East, with the rise of political 
Islam in the latter half of the twentieth century after the failure of secular 
regimes in the region, which had attempted to establish themselves as mirror 
images of Western nation-states.  1   

 In an era when modern progress and civilization was understood as univer-
sally possible provided certain Western-defined societal and political criteria 
were met, what Cemil Aydın has described as “the idea of a ‘universal West’ 
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in non-Western intellectual histories during the first half of the nineteenth 
century,”  2   the idealization of Meiji Japan as a model nation and state by a 
diverse cross-section of Ottoman writers and political activists in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries demarcates what I view as a creative and 
dynamic intermediary step in the Middle East’s progression toward formu-
lating an “alternative universalism”  3   to that imposed upon it by the West; 
it would be Eastern-based and thus possess authenticity.  4   Ottoman attempts 
to liberate the Empire from European manipulation through an articulated 
program of reform and modernization of both state and society, however, 
retained the conceptual agenda for modernity originating from the West. The 
Ottoman individuals who responded to this challenge assembled their power-
ful responses to European charges of cultural, racial, and civilizational inferior-
ity and ineptitude not by definitively rejecting Western ideas or institutions; 
nor did they condemn their own non-Western, Islamic heritage as obstacles 
to true enlightenment, as some Europeans alleged was the case (though a few 
Ottomans did concur with this proposition). Instead, they refigured intel-
lectual arguments in a way that resonated both among indigenous Ottoman 
audiences at home and with foreign powerbrokers in Europe: they reversed 
the entrenched hierarchy of peoples established by Western modes of thought 
through their deployment of the metaphor of an “Eastern” modern Japan, the 
bases of which were the very values Europe demanded non-Western peoples 
display in order to be considered among the civilized nations of the world. 
Meiji Japan had ascended to this status; the path had supposedly been cleared 
for other Asians to follow suit.  

  Imperialism and the Hierarchy of Nations 

 William McNeill and others have hypothesized that history occurs as a result of 
encounters between different cultures. This notion is still applicable, provided 
we concede that the theoretical by-product which this approach spawned, 
modernization theory as he explicated it earlier in his magnum opus  The Rise 
of the West , has since been made obsolete by less culturally biased explana-
tions of capitalist formation and development.  5   Nonetheless, the generic 
axiom that contact by “less-skilled peoples” with foreign cultures provokes 
“a painful ambivalence between the drive to imitate and an equally fervent 
desire to preserve the customs and institutions that distinguish the would-be 
borrowers from the corruptions and injustices that also inhere in civilized 
life”  6   is a recurrent phenomenon throughout human history, creating an 
unavoidable dilemma for the weaker element in encounters between societ-
ies and/or civilizations with differing levels of political, economic or military 
might. The ambivalent sentiments of the “lesser skilled peoples” (whoever 
they may be at a given moment) to simultaneously adopt foreign attributes 
while preserving native ones emerge during the attempt to exert agency over 
their destiny in the face of a (perceived) powerful, dominant, or threatening 
outside force that has altered or may alter the socioeconomic, political, or 
intellectual environment in some way. Christian Europe’s lengthy involve-
ment with the Islamic world conformed to this relational dynamic, though 
the “cultural-civilizational advantage” oscillated between the two over time. 
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The dialogue on modernity that arose in the modern era when Europe had 
assumed preeminence in the world should be understood from the perspec-
tive of this “ambivalence over assimilation” experienced by non-European 
peoples. 

 Most historians now recognize the dated Orientalist paradigms that gener-
ally assumed a state of perpetual hostility in Western-Muslim relations, either 
latent or blatant, to be inaccurate and overly simplistic, though this attitude 
still prevails today in some circles. In any case, medieval Islamic empires and 
more recently the Ottoman state had been able to claim cultural, economic, 
and military superiority over Christendom in a complex association that fluc-
tuated at various times between wars, alliances, trade, and coexistence. But the 
Age of Discovery had yielded new wealth, power, and eventually colonies and 
new conflicts as the empires of Europe extended their tentacles to reorder the 
global economic system, explore uncharted territories, and exploit the world’s 
resources. According to Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-system perspective, a 
sociopolitical, economic transformation ensued, which catapulted Europe 
into the position of ascendancy when different parts of Asia were incorpo-
rated into the world-capitalist system as elements of the semi-periphery or 
the periphery in relation to the European core.  7   The crystallization of a hier-
archy of nations in the nineteenth century is rooted in this dramatic reorder-
ing of the world that either altered prior balances of power between “East” 
and “West” or that created new dynamics between Europeans and Asians not 
known to one another before. 

 Western philosophy and biological science, it should be noted, accompanied 
Europe’s physical domination of much of the Asian continent, assisting in the 
building of empire, as Edward Said theorized in  Orientalism . Enlightenment 
thought served several purposes here: to explain and to categorize in rational-
ist terms for the Europeans the new phenomena encountered, and by exten-
sion, then, to legitimate Western seizure of territories for imperial purposes 
and to justify the subjugation of native peoples by scientifically classifying 
them as backward and unable to attain civilization by themselves. About the 
determining factors used to categorize peoples as progressive or uncivilized 
more will be said in a moment. 

 The global economic transformation also influenced the emergence of 
new forms of identity, new systems of political organization, and radical 
ideas about public participation in these constructs among communities in 
the West, leading to what is called the rise of European nationalism and the 
nation-state. Benedict Anderson’s now-famous definition quoted here eluci-
dates his theoretical idea of the nation and the historic process behind its 
genesis, about which the academic field now burgeons with works explicating 
the formation of national consciousness in diverse contexts. The nation, he 
writes, is  

   . . . an imagined political community—and imagined as both inher-
ently limited and sovereign. . . . The nation is imagined as  limited  because 
even the largest of them . . . has finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond 
which lie other nations. . . . It is imagined as  sovereign  because the con-
cept was born in an age in which Enlightenment and Revolution were 
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destroying the legitimacy of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic 
realm. . . . Finally, it is imagined as a  community,  because, regardless of the 
actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation 
is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship.  8     

 European expansion and the secular, scientific rationalism of the 
Enlightenment dictated the historicization of the nation-state. As the domi-
nant narrative of development, the apogee of a logical, linear, Eurocentric 
progression toward modernity to which all other peoples and nations should 
aspire (what Prasenjit Duara calls “History” with a capital “H”), the concepts 
“nation” and “nation-state” would be understood as principal goals by all 
those who embraced modern scientific thought.  9   The Western nation-state 
was implied to be and indeed was accepted as the norm demonstrating the 
successful achievement of progress and modernization in the current era. As 
Partha Chatterjee points out,  

  This type of nationalism [leading to a Western nation-state] shares 
the same material and intellectual premises with the European 
Enlightenment, with industry and the idea of progress, and with mod-
ern democracy. Together they constitute a historical unity . . . this gives 
the liberal-rationalist his paradigmatic form in which nationalism goes 
hand-in-hand with reason, liberty and progress.  10     

 In effect, the historicized Western nation-state, with its claims of secular, ratio-
nal science and humanism as base, combined symbiotically with European 
colonial expansion to generate a political and intellectual hegemony in which 
the “non-West,” the “East,” or the “Orient,” was relegated to the seemingly 
indisputable position of the subordinate. The “less-skilled peoples” in the mod-
ern era then were those peoples who had not yet formed into nation-states, 
whose societies were still ordered according to religious, dynastic principles, 
whose political authorities had not conducted economic, imperialist activi-
ties and succeeded in becoming true competitors with the West. Modernity 
measured in these terms created a losing proposition for those not adhering to 
these criteria: any deviation from the Western nation-state standard implied 
an incompleteness, an imperfection, and a dire need for drastic reform of the 
faulty society or state. In Rebecca Karl’s work on Chinese nationalism, she 
calls this far-reaching consequence “the uneven world of modernity.”  11   This 
unevenness, due to global political and economic circumstances, made the 
theorization of a duality, a binary of East and West possible in the nineteenth 
century, and it was a binary in which the former was a replica, a shadow, an 
imperfect, lesser copy of the latter, and not an original. 

 Partha Chatterjee explains in  The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and 
Post-Colonial Histories  how colonial regimes “had on [their] side the most 
universalist justificatory resources produced by post-Enlightenment social 
thought.”  12   Rational science and Comtean Positivism paved the way for influ-
ential European philosophers such as Kant, Hegel, Weber, Herder, Fichte, Ernst 
Renan, Haeckel, Herbert Spencer, and Gustave Le Bon to work out their intel-
lectual contributions to what would become political economy and racialized 
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theories of the evolutionary stages in human development, replacing earlier 
conceptions of societal difference between Europe and the non-West that 
emphasized climatic effects for example.  13   Social Darwinism, as it came to 
be called, came to explain economic and military competition and the grab 
for colonies among European imperial powers as part of a natural struggle for 
survival and the evolution toward a higher state of societal existence. Social 
Darwinism is defined (paraphrasing Claeys’s definition from Mike Hawkins’s 
study) as the fourfold belief in biological laws governing nature, including 
humans; the pressure of population growth upon resources generating a strug-
gle for existence; those possessing certain physical and mental traits are at an 
advantage that can be passed on through inheritance; in time the cumulative 
effects of natural selection and inheritance account for the emergence of new 
species and the elimination of others.  14   The Indo-European “species” of course 
was understood as the most evolved of human societies, “fittest” implying 
the most intelligent; Asians and Africans were considered “less developed” 
or even “barbaric.” The double-edged European sword of Social Darwinism 
for non-Western peoples in the colonial era of the nineteenth century was 
that either the process of “survival of the fittest” dictated that “aiding the 
unfit may undermine the organic improvement of the race,”  15   so that more 
advanced civilizations had the scientifically validated right to seize what they 
would from weaker races, or more gently put, “‘civilised races . . . encroach on 
and replace’ the savage . . . through the accumulation of capital and the growth 
of the arts”  16  ; or in the more charitable attitude of Malthus, for example, the 
more advanced should assist those less capable but willing to persevere—a 
socioeconomic principle for societies to administer their poor that was easily 
reoriented internationally to justify colonizing Asia and Africa “for their own 
good.” In either case the non-West was to be the passive recipient of coercive 
actions by the more evolved, more powerful Europe. 

 Crucial to ideological formation among nineteenth-century European and 
Asian intelligentsias who generated “scientific” definitions of “the nation” 
was the incorporation of Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinist philosophy that 
implied evolution toward an ideal type: the inevitable human progression 
from primitive organization to complexity and heterogeneity included the 
hereditary transmission of certain traits such as race, language, and moral-
ity that assisted in adapting to the environment and ultimately improving 
upon the species.  17   After all, how could science be wrong? Spencer’s determin-
ist vision of social progress had several identifiable precepts that influenced 
European and non-Western world-views. First, militarism reflected an early 
phase of human conflict and evolution that would eventually be replaced 
by peaceful industrial competition in a  laissez-faire  economic order in which 
moral self-consciousness restrained baser instincts and guaranteed the system; 
second, biological differentiation could be applied to the structural “organ-
ism” of society as well as more broadly to races of people whose inherent 
traits demarcated their position in the world; third, the character of a people 
determined the functionality of its institutions; and fourth, developing out 
of Britain’s acquisition of a host of imperial possessions in the nineteenth 
century, colonialism actually interfered with the natural progression of the 
“inferior races” toward a higher state of being.  18   
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 French sociologist Gustave Le Bon also emphasized a specific people’s inher-
ent character and morality, hypothesizing what he considered to be the essen-
tialistic traits leading to a people’s progress as follows:

  Character is formed by the combination, in varying proportions, of the 
different elements . . . by the name of sentiments. Among the sentiments 
playing the most important part, perseverance, energy, and the power of 
self-control, as faculties more or less dependent on the will, must more 
especially be noted. We would also mention morality among fundamen-
tal elements of character . . . by morality we mean hereditary respect for 
the rules on which the existence of a society is based . . . the greatness of 
peoples depends in large measure on the level of their morality . . . the 
character of a people and not its intelligence determines its historical 
evolution, and governs its destiny.  19     

 Le Bon’s  Psychologie des foules  [Psychology of Crowds] and  Les lois psychologiques 
de l’évolution des peuples  [The Psychological Laws of the Evolution of Peoples] 
explicated race as possessing fixed psychological characteristics that could not 
be transmitted from one people to another. According to him, the relation-
ship between the mental constitution of a particular race and their ancestral 
heritage, and the influence of environment upon a race’s civilizational devel-
opment all contributed to the formulation of a racial hierarchy.  20   Le Bon’s 
approach claimed that  

   . . . the human races may be divided into four groups: 1) the primi-
tive races; 2) the inferior races; 3) the average races; 4) the superior 
races . . . Among the average races, we shall place the Chinese, the 
Japanese, the Mongolians, and the Semitic peoples. . . . Only the Indo-
European peoples can be classed among the superior races. . . . It is to 
them that is due the high level reached by civilisation [ sic ] at the present 
day.  21     

 Le Bon’s (and other Western intellectuals’) rationale led to a so-called hier-
archy of nations that was widely considered scientifically accurate at the time 
and was exploited by Europeans. Asians and other non-Europeans who were 
familiar with Le Bon’s ideas generally detested the ranking of Indo-European 
peoples above others. However the actual framework and criteria for arrang-
ing humankind in this manner was for the most part considered method-
ologically sound and therefore difficult to refute (though in the next chapter I 
will elucidate the Ottoman use of Spencer’s philosophy to turn the framework 
on its head). 

 Asian intellectuals and/or elites in non-Western societies who had access to 
European education, including members of the Ottoman ruling and nascent 
middle classes schooled in the modern educational institutions established in 
the Empire from roughly Sultan Mahmud II’s reign onwards, were inundated 
with this cultural baggage attached to Western rationalism that informed 
much of their ideological thinking at the end of the nineteenth century. They 
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reacted favorably for example to Le Bon’s scientific views on the formation 
of a people’s character and morality ( The Psychological Laws of the Evolution 
of Peoples  [1894] was translated into Japanese, Arabic, and Turkish); but they 
were then forced to acquiesce (if temporarily) to the validity of a hierarchy of 
nations representing the current geopolitical environment in which the bal-
ance of power had tipped in favor of a more powerful Europe. In addition, Le 
Bon’s enthusiasm for the achievements of Islamic civilization endeared him to 
many in the Muslim world who may have otherwise found his theories offen-
sive and his science skewed. In any case, racial-civilizational schemes that 
today would be easily identifiable as prejudiced and driven by an Orientalist 
mentality were at the time considered scientifically based facts postulating a 
fundamental, essentialist duality between East and West, an undeniable divi-
sion between peoples of Europe and Asia that actually seemed logical to both 
sides. If the framework measuring modernity was scientifically unassailable, 
then non-Indo-European peoples would have to adjust the rankings within 
the hierarchy somehow in order to reclaim agency in the shaping of their 
futures. 

 Post-Enlightenment ideals of the French Revolution (embodied in such 
documents as the  Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen ) and their 
political manifestation—participatory governance by a willing civil society, 
constitutionalism and parliamentary democracy, equality before the law, a 
patriotic love of homeland, all the markers of a modern Western nation also 
made their way into non-Western societies, making it even more difficult to 
refute the “  liberal  ” values espoused by European powers in this era of Western 
economic and colonial dominance. The dilemma of reconciling progressive 
Western principles being implemented in Europe with the contradictory deeds 
conducted abroad by European powers in the form of imperial conquests was 
left to Asians and Africans. The non-West was at the receiving end of actions 
by European states whose privilege it was to take any lands or resources it 
required, by force if necessary, but whose rhetoric concerning the obligation 
to deliver this superior scientific civilization to those “lesser races” with whom 
it came into contact was used to buttress its colonial behavior. As Chakrabarty 
aptly notes, “the European colonizer of the nineteenth century both preached 
this Enlightenment humanism at the colonized and at the same time denied 
it in practice.”  22   Khalidi summarizes the uneasy sentiments triggered in the 
Middle East by the paradox of Western thought and reality:

  The peoples of that region had already had lengthy experiences with the 
West. . . . The positive aspects were associated with Western scientific, 
technical, educational, and cultural advances, military and governmen-
tal efficiency, and liberal values, all of which came to be appreciated by 
increasing numbers of people in the Middle East, particularly intellectu-
als, the educated, and the growing middle and urban working classes. 
The desire to emulate and reproduce these values gradually spread in 
these sectors of Middle Eastern society. On the other hand, the negative 
aspects . . . related primarily to the gradual domination and subjugation of 
the region . . . by European powers. This lengthy and painful process left 
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deep and lasting scars, and naturally affected the reception of Western 
values among Arabs, Turks, Iranians, and other Middle Easterners.  23     

 As in other parts of Asia, the Ottoman expression of “ambivalence over assimi-
lation” to this Europe-centered contradiction was a creative, politically charged 
argument that decentered the West as the model for modernity and made 
possible the replacement of it with the alternative of Meiji Japan, a modern 
nation by Western standards that appeared to have reconciled Eastern essence 
with Western science.  

  The Ottoman Dilemma 

 The process of global restructuring that took place in the early modern period 
created a massive disruption within the Ottoman Empire, for which there 
were dramatic social, economic, and political consequences that became visi-
ble in later centuries. The Ottoman Empire’s incorporation into the world eco-
nomic system after the sixteenth century as part of the periphery meant it was 
transforming into a source of raw materials for Europe and an export market 
for European manufactured goods.  24   Subsequently, a breakdown of Ottoman-
Islamic unifying ideology and institutions eventually ensued that had far-
reaching sociopolitical effects for the Ottoman Middle East.  25   Starting in the 
seventeenth century, the Ottoman Empire had suffered a series of setbacks 
and military defeats at the hands of European states (including the Russian 
Empire).  26    İ slamo ğ lu- İ nan describes how economic displacement undermined 
the Ottoman “integrative principle that focused on the state’s ability to direct 
the flow of goods inside the world-empire.”  27   The state was the mechanism 
by which to integrate society and economy; peripheralization had meant a 
weakening of the Ottoman centralized state’s ability to manage this process. 
She postulates that as a result, there was an attempt to regenerate state con-
trol in new forms during the mid-nineteenth century in what is called the 
 Tanzîmât    reform era, but with authority based primarily upon Western insti-
tutions so as to facilitate the Empire’s activities in the global system.  28   Carter 
Findley’s explanation of Ottoman recentralization hinges upon what he views 
as the state’s desire to strengthen the Empire militarily by increasing revenues 
through an improved and more efficient administration that could reassert 
power over the provinces, control the local notables, and reform the govern-
ment through the use of Sultanic decrees, all of which created a new, profes-
sionalized bureaucracy.  29   

 What was significant in this process was that, first, there was inarguably 
a sense within the empire among different groups from this point onward 
that something had gone dangerously wrong, that the formerly invincible 
Ottoman state was falling behind the powers of Europe, and that serious 
action had to be undertaken to insure its survival.  30   The Ottoman Empire that 
had threatened Christian Europe and whose armies camped outside the walls 
of Vienna on several occasions in earlier centuries had now shifted to a defen-
sive posture against Europe to retain its territories when, as Cemil Ayd ı n suc-
cinctly put it, “there was a qualitative rupture in the relationship between the 
Muslim world and Europe in the first half of the nineteenth century owing 
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to globalization and the secularization of the international order.”  31   Many 
Ottoman bureaucratic elites at that moment would have agreed with McNeill’s 
 twentieth-century evaluation that “ . . . any geographical displacement of world 
leadership must be prefaced by successful borrowing from previously estab-
lished centers of the highest prevailing skills.”  32   In other words, a sector of the 
Ottoman ruling class of the mid-nineteenth century believed that reforming 
the Empire along European lines was the key to survival in the global environ-
ment of the times and to ultimately reclaim Ottoman grandeur. 

 The immediate problems of the empire were thought to require an over-
haul of the Ottoman armed forces in order to reassert military prowess in the 
face of foreign challenges, or the expansion of the school system to harness 
science and technology, and to indoctrinate educated patriots to serve the 
empire, or to establish some institutional patterns that would effect a redefini-
tion of the Ottoman subject’s place vis- à -vis the state and other citizens. The 
Ottoman bureaucratic elite introduced drastic political measures they hoped 
would centralize and streamline the administration, strengthen the military, 
unite disparate elements of the multireligious, multiethnic society, and thus 
preserve the empire through their Westernizing  Tanzîmât    program enacted 
between 1839 and 1876. 

 The  Tanzîmât    reform process coincided with and was at least in part respon-
sible for unleashing in the Ottoman Empire the energy of new identifications 
and contemporary political ideas engendered in the concept of “the nation.” 
As Khalidi points out,  

  Most of the growing numbers of those educated in schools and who 
were incorporated into the reformed bureaucracy and advanced sectors 
of the economy soon came to admire and seek to have their societies 
implement Western political doctrines, notably the equality of citizens 
before the law, constitutionalism, and parliamentary democracy.  33     

 But commensurate with the Ottoman state’s assimilation of Western insti-
tutions and political ideas directed by Westernized elites in the bureaucracy 
came the cultural ambivalence over the possibility that the empire would 
neglect or perhaps abandon completely its traditional Islamic character and 
thus altogether lose its “essence.” The Young Ottoman movement emerged 
in the 1860s with precisely this concern. Comprising a generation of middle-
class professionals, journalists, and intellectuals matriculated primarily from 
the newly established education system and whose goal was also to save the 
Ottoman Empire from European encroachment and internal decay, they 
demanded the Sublime State institute a consultative and constitutional gov-
ernment based upon  Islamic  foundations and contemporary science in order 
to modernize state and society while preserving Ottoman-Islamic heritage.  34   
They were the pioneers of Islamic modernism who did not recognize any 
inconsistency between Islam and the philosophical, material principles of the 
nineteenth-century world—and they reconciled them using Islamic terminol-
ogy to describe Western political institutions or principles (such as parliamen-
tary democracy as   Şû   r   â  ). The beloved local birthplace from which a subject of 
the Ottoman Empire hailed, his  vatan , translated for the Young Ottomans and 
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those who followed in their ideological footsteps into one’s “national” home-
land.  35   While attracted to current Western institutional structures and ideas, 
for them, modernity could only be achieved by adapting these to the religious 
underpinnings of an Islamic society. 

 Concern for cultural destruction in the Islamic-Ottoman Empire and the 
anxiety over assimilating Western civilizational attributes became more acute 
after Western powers continued to parcel off Ottoman provinces for their 
own colonial purposes (the empire suffered continuous territorial losses in 
the Balkans, North Africa, and the Caucasus) and increasingly interfered in 
Ottoman affairs (the Ottoman Debt Commission was set up with European 
representatives to oversee Ottoman fiscal policy after the empire’s official 
bankruptcy in 1875). The Ottoman dilemma was twofold: first, as inheritors 
of a shared history with Europe in which Islamic empires had claimed a prior 
superiority that was now reversed, Ottoman intellectuals accepted Western-
defined principles of modernity at the empire’s cultural expense; it was an 
admission of current Ottoman subordination to Europe. Second, the para-
doxical nature of European political behavior of the late nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries was such that the pursuit of “liberalizing” policies at home was 
coupled with the brutalities of imperialism and colonization abroad. Racist, 
Orientalist paradigms of explanation were concocted to argue that it was nec-
essary for the West to deliver civility and order to these less developed peoples 
in the world in what was often expressed as a “mission civilisatrice.”  36   The 
burden fell upon Ottoman statesmen and other prominent figures themselves 
to rectify this hypocrisy between liberal ideals emanating from Europe and 
the actions carried out by Europe. As offensive and degrading as the Western 
air of superiority was to those Ottoman elites who were privy to European 
views of them as backward, inferior beings (Khalidi writes that “although the 
bigoted attitudes of many Europeans in this era are apparent, one has to read 
the memoirs of Middle Easterners of the period to see how deep was their 
resentment of these attitudes”)  37  , these elites nonetheless adopted not just 
the principles of Western-style governance, but along with them the implicit 
hierarchy that ranked nations into categories of civilized and uncivilized. 
The “uncivilized” even hired the “civilized” to assist in creating or reforming 
certain institutions that were considered fundamental to becoming modern: 
drafting a constitution, advising or training a reformed military, or reshaping 
the education system. The hegemony of Western modernity created a com-
plex paradox for “the Orient” that would require an innovative riposte if ever 
the East was to assert agency again in the future.  

  East and West as Binary Categories 

 Though it may be expedient to simply assign responsibility to the West for 
creating fictive totalities to its advantage in the modern era that have come 
to be called a binary of East and West, or, as Harry Harootunian more expan-
sively signifies them, the “West and the Rest,”  38   the evolution and trajectory 
of this binary is considerably more complicated. Relations between Occident 
and Orient came to incorporate not only conceptions of Self and Other, the 
civilized and the backward, but imbedded power into the quest for and the 
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acquisition of modern knowledge.  39   As explained above, modernity and the 
nation-state as dictated by Western historicism came to indict the entity 
loosely designated as the non-West, or the non-European world, as a more 
primitive, uncivilized, and incomplete Other. Chakrabarty calls this the dis-
placement of the non-West into “an imaginary waiting room of history” due 
to the European colonialist diagnosis of an unreadiness among Easterners for 
the task of self-rule.  40   

 Theorizing this binary of an East and a West could not have occurred so 
decisively in the West or in the East before the nineteenth century. The politi-
cal and economic circumstances of global reordering and the supposed ratio-
nal science anchoring racial hierarchies intersected, legitimating one another 
in this specific historical moment, so that Western imperialist expansion was 
both justified by and proved the validity of European civilizational superior-
ity, and vice versa. Herbert Spencer’s stagist theory of evolution argued that 
a phase of competition and conflict was inevitable and led to higher levels 
of human sociopolitical organization despite his general dislike of militarism 
and distrust of the state.  41   The influential Victorian-era British economist and 
journalist Walter Bagehot viewed war as an agent of change conducted by 
advanced societies and thought that “contact between modern nations and 
primitive peoples revealed vividly the superiority of the western races, both 
militarily and in terms of biological fitness.”  42   “Conquest,” Bagehot wrote, 
“improved mankind by the intermixture of strengths. . . . improved them by 
the competition of training and the constant creation of new power.”  43   Social 
Darwinism and global European expropriation of territory and resources dove-
tailed into a construct that divided the world materially and intellectually 
into civilized conquerors (West) and colonized inferiors (non-West). 

 Further, prior to the nineteenth century, the non-Western world, and the 
Islamic realm in particular, would not have recognized such a deep schism 
separating an Orient and an Occident, though the political force of this kind 
of thought linking conquest and civilization would likely have been attrac-
tive. Pre-modern Islamic states established through conquest simply did not 
take much notice of Europe as a source of power. Medieval Islamic empires 
with their high cultures and advanced civilizations had little to glean from 
a more primitive Europe until the modern era. Cultural adaptation had fre-
quently taken place in Islamic societies and was a pattern of interaction that 
emerged early after the founding of Islam, when Muslim Arab armies moving 
out of the Arabian Peninsula encountered more advanced settled populations 
such as Sassanian Persia, the Byzantine Empire, India, and imperial China. 
Premodern confidence to assimilate traditions from various foreign sources by 
Muslim conquerors and a disposition of openness to learning resulted in the 
fluorescence of the high Islamic caliphal state that could look down upon the 
barbarians of Europe. 

 The Ottoman dynasty that followed in later centuries was decidedly more 
directly engaged with the Christian West, whether through conducting mili-
tary campaigns or commerce, as it expanded its domains and included substan-
tial portions of European territory. Ottoman self-assurance went so far as to 
encourage a few Sultans to view themselves as the true Holy Roman Emperors, 
in competition with the Habsburgs. But this confident spirit eventually gave 
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way to anxiety over Ottoman defeat in wars and unfavorable treaty terms 
imposed on the Empire after the seventeenth century. 

 In contrast to the earlier Islamic attitude toward the West, the intensity 
of Ottoman ambivalence over civilizational borrowing from Europe in the 
latter centuries of the empire, and the political and cultural implications of 
Westernization, profoundly influenced Ottoman discourse on becoming mod-
ern, causing a deepening belief in the bounded spaces of East and West. In the 
nineteenth century, rational science, Comtean Positivism, Social Darwinism, 
and the racial theories espoused by the likes of Ernst Renan, Gustave Le Bon, 
and Herbert Spencer surrounding the evolution of civilizations that had become 
popular among European philosophers had been extended to European-
educated Eastern elites. What facilitated further divergence into the binary of 
East and West was that, as a consequence of Western dominance, the pressure 
of which was experienced directly by these elites, “ . . . non-Western nation-
alists’ intellectual strategies included a redefinition of Europe’s Orientalist 
dichotomy by attributing positive qualities to Eastern, Islamic, and Asian 
countries and ways of life and negative qualities to Western and European 
ones.”  44   In a historical era when Ottoman power in the world appeared to be 
on the wane, a reassertion of some kind of knowledge, if not material, then 
spiritual, was needed in order to counter Western hegemony. Chakrabarty 
explains the phenomenon this way: “The vision [Enlightment humanism] has 
been powerful in its effects. It has historically provided a strong foundation 
on which to erect—both in Europe and outside—critiques of socially unjust 
practices.”  45   Therefore while Europe may have dramatically leapt ahead of the 
Islamic world in its quest for material modernity, the West was believed to 
have lost its soul, resulting in, among other transgressions, the immoral colo-
nizing behavior in the Orient and Africa of the nineteenth century. 

 In “Orientalism and Orientalism in Reverse,”  Ṣ  ā diq Jal ā l al- ʿ A ẓ m dif-
ferentiates between what Edward Said labels “Institutional Orientalism,” 
“Cultural-Academic Orientalism,” and what al- ʿ A ẓ m describes as “Ontological 
Orientalism.”  46   One author defines the process of ontological categorization 
as a consequence of the “perception of the Self as deprived relative to the 
Other,” which “often injures the Self-view.”  47   In al- ʿ A ẓ m’s words, “the persis-
tent belief that there is a radical ontological difference between the natures of 
the Orient and the Occident—that is, between the essential natures of Eastern 
and Western societies, cultures, and peoples,” involves  

   . . . emanations from a certain enduring Oriental (or Islamic) cultural, 
psychic, or racial essence, as the case may be, bearing identifiable fun-
damental and unchanging attributes. This ahistorical, anti-human, 
and even anti-historical “Orientalist” doctrine I shall call  Ontological 
Orientalism .  48     

 Ahistorical Ontological Orientalism crystallized as a defining, polarizing 
framework for the world in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries among both Europeans and Asians who accepted this binary distinction 
as fact. Chatterjee identifies the recognition of difference as the “moment of 
departure,” when it was ascertained that  
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   . . . the superiority of the West lies in the materiality of its culture, exem-
plified by its science, technology and love of progress. But the East is 
superior in the spiritual aspect of culture.  49     

 Western imperial intervention in most of Asia exacerbated the ontological 
polarization between East and West. European Orientalists interpreted the 
division as one between an eternally superior Occident and a backward, infe-
rior Orient, thus justifying the West’s “civilizing” colonial endeavors in Asia 
and Africa. Eastern intellectuals, despite, ultimately, inadvertently reinforcing 
the presumption of Western authoritativeness in measuring modernity, none-
theless attempted to reorganize this duality in hopes of re-presenting a world 
where the Orient could be retooled as the superior civilization overtaking a 
morally corrupt, misdirected Occident that would soon start to fall behind. 
Ontological Orientalism, then, by its nature as essentializing East and West, 
had the unique capacity to be applied in reverse. 

 Chatterjee, whom I will quote at some length here, describes it as a “moment 
of manoeuvre” to initiate the process of reversal and to perform a scientific-
spiritual assimilation of East and West. Eastern elites, enabled by their access 
to both orientations, had the “supremely refined intellect” to mobilize popu-
lar elements in (for example) an anticolonial struggle while simultaneously 
acting as mediators between these elements and the structures of the state. 
They would carry out the task of assimilation because “true modernity for the 
non-European nations would lie in combining the superior material qualities 
of Western cultures with the spiritual greatness of the East.”  50   This bifurcation 
was spatial in character as much as it was civilizational:

  The material is the domain of the “outside,” of the economy and of 
state-craft, of science and technology, where . . . Western superiority had 
to be acknowledged and its accomplishments carefully studied and rep-
licated. The spiritual, on the other hand, is an “inner” domain bearing 
“essential” marks of cultural identity. The greater one’s success in imi-
tating Western skills in the material domain, therefore, the greater the 
need to preserve the distinctness of one’s spiritual culture . . . to fashion a 
“modern” national culture that is nevertheless not Western.  51     

 The recognition of such dissimilitude created tension for Asian elites in 
their attempts to reconcile the qualities of East and West while moderniz-
ing. Among both European and non-Western reformers, the historicized 
 liberal-rational capitalist Western nation-state prevailed as the marker of true 
progress. The non-West desired to preserve its indigenous cultural essence (to 
varying degrees) because,  

  There is a fundamental awareness that those standards have come 
from an alien culture . . . “Eastern” nationalism, consequently, has been 
accompanied by an effort to “re-equip” the nation culturally, to trans-
form it. But it could not do so simply by imitating the alien culture, for 
then the nation would lose its distinctive identity. The search was for 
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a regeneration of the national culture, adapted to the requirements of 
progress, but retaining at the same time its distinctiveness.  52     

 In fact, he theorizes,  

  The attempt is deeply contradictory: “It is both imitative and hostile to 
the models it imitates.” It is imitative in that it accepts the value of the 
standards set by the alien culture. But it also involves rejection . . . “of the 
alien intruder and dominator who is nevertheless to be imitated . . . and 
rejection of ancestral ways which are seen as obstacles to progress and 
yet also cherished as marks of identity.”  53     

 To balance between contradictory currents and ease their “ambivalence over 
assimilation,” modernizing intellectuals in Asia needed to maintain that a 
process of “selective absorption” of Western modernity was taking place. This 
phenomenon, spawned from Social Darwinist modes of thinking, caused non-
European modernizers to argue that their respective societies’ socioeconomic 
and political transformations were always mediated by or reconciled with 
certain immutable traits, or cultural traditions and practices, so that while 
mimicking Western patterns of organization, the Eastern nation’s particular 
heritage and character still survived and in fact often mapped out the path 
to modernity. In effect, a modernized East could then still call itself uniquely 
“East.” The science of Darwinian selectivity enabled the East to romanticize 
itself: East” was the receptacle housing an impeccable moral spirituality. As 
al- ʿ A ẓ m describes in his examination of two cases of “Ontological Orientalism 
in Reverse,”  

  The only new element is the fact that the Orientalist essentialistic ontol-
ogy has been reversed to favour one specific people of the Orient . . . prov-
ing the ontological superiority of the Oriental mind over the Occidental 
one.  54     

 The paradox of Ontological Orientalism in the material world of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, however, was that in reversing the power 
arrangement on the surface, ultimately the original binary’s inequity favoring 
the West was reinforced—through the almost universal acknowledgment of 
‘European primordial inventiveness’ and worthiness for emulation concerning 
some characteristics (technological and scientific, social and political, etc.). In 
effect, reversed exoticism was still a zero-sum game, although the Orientalist’s 
object of study, the Orient, would now become a subject who was able to redis-
cover its unique “essence,” however essence may have been defined, to alter 
the power balance. At the end of the nineteenth century, in fact, Ontological 
Orientalist reversal for most of Asia, and for the Ottoman Empire in particular, 
was abstract and ideological in its motives, but not successful in its altering 
of physical power. It could not, that is, until the East could seize primacy 
both spiritually and materially. And in the late nineteenth century, a new 
archetype for this reversal appeared on the Asian horizon. The Orient would 
believe itself to be on the verge of rising under the leadership of Meiji Japan, 
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a Westernized country located deep in the East. The Japanese nation would, 
“under the banner of its  mission civilisatrice ,” to borrow al- ʿ A ẓ m’s descriptive 
phrasing, “guide humanity out of the state of decadence to which Western 
leadership has brought it.”  55   Japan would assist the Orient in reclaiming its 
glorious past and its superior position in the hierarchy, showing both East and 
West the most evolved and balanced form of modernity.  

  The “Rising Sun,” the Chinese Case, and the Ottoman Empire 

 The so-called rise of modern Japan occurred within the constructed nine-
teenth-century ontology of East and West underpinned by post-Enlighten-
ment European thought. Marked first by the Meiji Restoration of 1868, Japan’s 
ascendancy to Great Power status was confirmed by the signing of the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance of 1902 and victory over Russia in the war in 1905. Out 
of the remote reaches of the Far East (for that is how East Asia was spatially 
known in relation to Europe at the time), Meiji Japan’s dramatic appearance 
onto the international scene was a watershed event, stimulating in the East 
the beginnings of its long quest for an alternative universal modernity. In the 
eyes of peoples in Asia, the Japanese nation, so aptly known as “the Rising 
Sun,” emerged as an Eastern model for successfully achieving a modernity that 
both respected native culture and that was validated by European approval. In 
spite of the frequent disparity between realities and myths of Japanese mod-
ernization that circulated in the world, emphasis was on the following traits: 
the Japanese had repelled a prolonged foreign intrusion, maintained their 
independence, modernized themselves through social and technical reform, 
preserved their indigenous heritage, and had begun to assert their author-
ity in the global arena as an equal to European powers. They had won wars 
(the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895, the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905), 
and they had been able to displace Western imperialism in East Asia. They 
challenged Western Orientalists, their Social Darwinian racial hierarchies and 
theories of Oriental despotism that arranged Asians on a lower rung of civi-
lization, providing an escape route from the paradigm relegating the Orient 
to an eternal position of a subordinate to the West. Japan provided a way to 
reverse Ontological Orientalism: it had imitated a Western, liberal-national 
path of modernization to achieve independent statehood. Japan appeared to 
have rejected unnecessary Western cultural attributes while both preserving 
the appropriate indigenous elements crucial to Japanese identity and retiring 
to history those it deemed antiquated. These feats did not go unnoticed by 
those peoples in the non-West who celebrated what they believed was a long-
awaited ontological and civilizational reversal through expressions of antico-
lonial, pan-Asian, nationalist solidarity with the Japanese. 

 Japan had faced and appeared to have resolved its own dilemma concerning 
Western science and technology in the nineteenth century. Tokugawa Japan 
was near physical colonization by the West after Commodore Perry’s forc-
ible mid-century opening of the formerly isolationist country. A debate raged 
over the extent to which Japan should accept knowledge from the outside 
world, if at all, as a strategy for survival. Sakuma Sh ō zan (1811–1864), a late 
Tokugawan era teacher and writer, made a distinctive ideological breakthrough 
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by maintaining that knowledge was not a possession belonging to any one 
nation; it was pure, universal truth. As such, it was available to all cultures, 
in any language, provided they sought truth. His philosophy liberated sci-
ence and technology from culture in a way that allowed Japanese reformers to 
freely adopt Western methods for purposes of modernization without experi-
encing a sense of having compromised their culture.  56   

 Perhaps this groundbreaking philosophical innovation was a consequence 
of Japan’s derivative cultural basis—the fact that Japan owed a great deal of its 
civilization to historical ties with and assimilation of traditions from imperial 
China that were deeply ingrained in Japanese identity up until the nineteenth 
century. Japan’s premodern familiarity with the process of cultural adaptation 
from continental China was instructive, easing their encounter with another 
advanced foreign civilization in the modern period. Japanese intellectuals did 
eventually come to resent and reject China as a backward and traditional-
ist country imprisoned in its past, refiguring  Ch   ū   goku , the historic imperial 
repository of East Asian civilization, into the subordinate neighbor ( Shina ) that 
they would later defeat in battle and colonize. Japanese civilizational assimila-
tion, this time from the West, was thus not an unfamiliar, nor tremendously 
uncomfortable or disparaging experience. Japan in the early Meiji era was able 
to wholeheartedly and vigorously assimilate Western cultural and material 
attributes without perceptible self-injury, and no serious countermovement 
against Westernization emerged in Japan to complicate modernization until 
the roughly the twentieth century. 

 China did not have the same luxury as Japan in dealing with the West. As 
the progenitor, the primary, primeval civilization of Asia, the advanced impe-
rial Middle Kingdom of ancient times, Chinese attitudes tended to be rela-
tively uninterested in the West and rather paternalistic toward other Asians, 
as parts of an outside world whose offerings were unnecessary or beneath 
them. The West seemed to have nothing to offer the Chinese. China’s realiza-
tion of its cultural arrogance came too late in the nineteenth century, when 
the West had surpassed China militarily and could impress its will and favor-
able trade arrangements upon the Chinese government quite effectively. This 
lesson was not wasted on nearby Japan, who witnessed China’s unsuccessful 
confrontations with European powers in the Opium Wars and the whittling 
away of Chinese authority in Asia. 

 As Rebecca Karl shows, Chinese nationalists found themselves spatially 
shifted to a “periphery” in the late nineteenth century, after discovering that 
their notion of China’s primacy in the world had been destabilized, the polit-
ical and economic center having now become Europe.  57   She surmises that 
China found this a crowded periphery, misnamed “Asia” (for non-Asians 
were to be found there as well). In this space Chinese nationalists came to a 
new understanding of themselves and the modern world in association with 
others of the “non-West,” many of whom had formerly resided on China’s 
periphery as tributaries or as those it had otherwise held in contempt. China, 
unlike Japan, chose to stay in the non-Western sphere, on Europe’s congested 
margins with all its Others, sharing with them a culture of loss and a nos-
talgia for a past before “History” (with a capital “H”). From this newly con-
structed space China undertook its pursuit of modernity that was intimately 
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connected to these Others whom it had not contemplated before. Japan, in 
contrast, consciously chose to “leave Asia” and “enter the West” in a bid to 
survive, modernize, and compete with European and American powers. And 
as a consequence, Japan, like Europe, would come to possess “History” too. 
When the Japanese ultimately did “re-enter” Asia in the twentieth century, 
they would not understand themselves as part of any periphery, but at the 
center and head of a new Asian order. 

 At the end of the nineteenth century, the nation of Japan, or more accu-
rately, the image of the nation of Japan, generally represented for many 
Asians their inherent potential to acquire a form and character appropriate 
for the modern world, if given the opportunity. Consumed by the necessity 
of balancing the imitation of Western technological and scientific methods 
with the preservation of indigenous “Eastern” culture in seeking modernity—
what was for Koreans “Eastern ways, Western machines” ( Dong-do Seo-ki ), for 
Chinese “Chinese learning, Western technology” ( Zhongti Xiyong )—many 
Asians believed Japan was a model Eastern nation (until the realization of 
Japanese imperialist motives turned them away), for Japan had successfully 
demonstrated its ability to implement “Japanese spirit, Western talent” 
( Wakon Y   ō   sai ), becoming a major power in the world.  58   Japan had redeemed 
an Orient that had been disenfranchised by Western hegemony in the inter-
national environment of the late nineteenth century. Images of a modern 
Japan legitimated the international demand for increased political participa-
tion or cultural recognition by many non-Western peoples. This discourse 
often included a protest against the ascendancy of those exercising power or 
force (the West). Japanese successes represented an intrinsic Eastern aptitude 
for reforming supposedly backward sociopolitical structures and initiating the 
process of modernizing state and nation. In doing so itself, Japan had been 
able to enter the ranks of the “civilized powers” (European states), supposedly 
as an equal. In this paradigm, the alienated sector of the global order was the 
all-encompassing East—the ambiguous collection of peoples determined to be 
lower in the racial scheme according to “scientific” theory. For them, the rise 
of Japan justified demands for independence and self-determination, inspiring 
faith in their own ability, if given the opportunity, to become “modern’ and 
“civilized” as defined by the prevailing Western modes of thought. Japan’s 
prominence also allowed the East to claim cultural and moral superiority in 
order to undermine European political or intellectual domination. 

 The Ottoman Empire was no exception to this trend in non-Western societ-
ies. The Ottoman state was still sovereign, but its authority over its territories 
had waned or become obsolete due to the influx of world-capitalist forces and 
Western imperialist penetration. As a result, an Ottoman sense of pan-Asian 
unity in regard to what was mutually understood to be the modern Japanese 
nation was a sentiment that transcended other boundaries between the 
Empire’s inhabitants: Japanese renegotiation of the Unequal Treaties with the 
West provided a pattern for the Sublime Porte to throw off the Capitulatory 
privileges it granted to European powers, which compromised Ottoman integ-
rity; Ottoman society digested lessons about national unity from Japan’s patri-
otism. The Japanese example was adopted as a guide for modernizing and 
reforming both Ottoman state and society in order to stave off the empire’s 
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pending dissolution. But the Ottoman Empire, in reconciling its heritage with 
the needs of the modern era, straddled much more precariously between its 
Eastern (Islamic) essence and Western adaptations. Intellectual and geopoliti-
cal proximity to Europe and the East-West binary in combination with the 
sociopolitical bifurcations of Ottoman society made this balancing act a much 
more complex intellectual phenomenon in the Middle East. 

 A discourse of images exemplifying both the political and cultural achieve-
ments of the Japanese nation flourished in the Ottoman Empire using a new 
language of modernity; their purpose was to define the Ottoman place in the 
world order and its relation to Europe. Starting in the late 1880s, and subject 
to the reach and discretion of the Ottoman censor, discussions of virtually 
every aspect of Japanese state and society appeared in newspapers, periodicals, 
books, and popular literature in both Ottoman Turkish and Arabic languages, 
as well as in conference proceedings and private Ottoman government com-
munications. It was widely believed that the example of Japan could instruct 
the Ottoman Empire in its own quest for “true enlightenment.” Japan’s his-
tory, national culture, heritage, and religion, as well as its political organiza-
tion, military, and economy were just a few of the topics examined in these 
texts that illustrated what Ottomans writers of different backgrounds pro-
posed to be successful development into a modern nation and state. Japan 
was perceived to have accomplished these two objectives through a successful 
integration of Eastern cultural heritage and the appropriate Western mate-
rial attributes. Whether Japan’s achievement of this synthesis was fact or fic-
tion, it provided an escape for the Ottoman Empire from being labeled the 
“Sick Man of Europe.” Mimicking Japanese strategy could help the Ottoman 
Empire truly be accepted as a member of the European Concert while promot-
ing the preservation of what were defined to be “Eastern,” or “Ottoman” val-
ues as a unique component of identity. Japan functioned as a condensed trope 
upon which these different groups almost arbitrarily at times mapped any 
arrangement of meanings, associations, or identifications they believed were 
necessary to bring about “progress” and “civilization.” To discuss becoming 
modern at century’s end inevitably involved questions of identity and nation-
building just as it assumed a program of social and technological moderniza-
tion; Ottoman officials, political activists, journalists, and other intellectuals 
almost unexceptionably deployed their own versions of the contemporary 
Japanese nation as a didactic tool for arguing the merits of what they recom-
mended as solutions to the Empire’s critical problems.  
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      3  
 The Ottoman Empire between 
Europe and Asia   

   Islam and Christendom, Partners and Rivals 

 Imperial China and Islamic empires had much in common: both civilizations 
incorporated a vast geographical terrain and a diversity of peoples that were 
administered through a complex bureaucratic state apparatus. Continental 
China’s millennia-long existence and contributions to world culture, and the 
Muslim expansion out of Arabia into a succession of religio-dynastic realms 
under which the arts and sciences flourished, created for each civilization a 
self-confident sense of identity bound up in their respective historical legacies. 
Such an intense sentiment of achievement makes possible several responses to 
outside influence, depending upon the circumstances. If there is no perceived 
threat, a tendency toward resistance and isolationism, whether actively or 
passively undertaken, can occur as a consequence of disinterest in or disdain 
for the foreign force. Or, there could also be a self-assured openness toward 
and responsiveness to outside influences. Where their pre- and early modern 
relationships to and perceptions of the West were concerned, both Chinese 
and Islamicate civilizations exhibited such tendencies. They were far advanced 
culturally and technologically in comparison to Europe, and could boast that 
they had nothing concrete to learn from European Christian barbarians prior 
to the sixteenth century. 

 For China, this attitude persisted until quite late into the modern era. Assisted 
by its geography, which precluded the possibility of shared borders and cul-
ture between Europe and itself, distant China continued to exist in relative 
isolation from the West (outside its economic relationships) until Europe’s 
violent intrusion into Chinese sociopolitical affairs in the nineteenth century. 
Qing China suffered a social and intellectual crisis in the latter decades of the 
nineteenth century regarding China’s changed place in the world in which it 
had become apparent to Chinese intellectuals that the Middle Kingdom no 
longer occupied a recognizable position of supremacy. China had become a 
field of colonial competition: European powers had forced detrimental trade 
arrangements upon China such as those resulting from the disastrous Opium 
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Wars; Meiji Japan had defeated Qing China in war in 1895 and was beginning 
to usurp China’s privileged position in Asia. 

 In contrast, the Ottoman Empire, the last and longest-lived in the series of 
Islamic empires to control the Middle East, had inherited varying degrees of 
Muslim coexistence with Europe, ranging from outright hostilities and wars 
to political alliances and favorable trade relations. Qing China’s predicament 
at the end of the nineteenth century is reminiscent of the Ottoman situation 
in which the empire was forced to acknowledge a fundamental shift in the 
power balance that elevated Christian Europe militarily, economically, and 
politically above its former Muslim rival. For a host of reasons, however, the 
similarities between the Ottoman Empire and Qing China cease here. First, 
geographic proximity to Europe ultimately made Ottoman isolationism an 
impossibility: Ottoman expansion into the Balkans and Eastern Europe in 
the early centuries of Ottoman rule (from roughly the mid-1300s) produced 
a common frontier through which warfare technology, personnel, material 
goods, culture, customs, and ideas passed. The Ottoman conquest of Byzantine 
Constantinople in 1453 and firm control of the Mediterranean from the reign 
of Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r.1520–1566) until the end of the six-
teenth century further facilitated commercial relations between European 
powers and merchants in the Middle East and beyond that had developed in 
earlier centuries; as usual, this form of exchange brought with it other socio-
cultural and political linkages that can be summed up as a shared history and 
heritage between the Ottoman-Islamic realm and the European West. 

 Second, and perhaps most fundamentally, Christendom and Islamicate civi-
lization were bound together by their religious commonality—in other words, 
as monotheistic faiths mutually derived from the Abrahamic tradition, all of 
whose origins were located in the Middle East, causing an overlap of scrip-
tural, spiritual, and territorial claims. Despite sometimes violent conflicts over 
whose religious tradition was heresy, whose was the valid Word of God, or 
who would control the Holy Lands, Christianity and Islam, and by extension 
Christian Europe and the Islamic Middle East, had much in common cultur-
ally and intellectually, a fact that cannot be underestimated when we exam-
ine how modernity came to be defined in the Ottoman Middle East. Both 
Christian and Muslim worlds laid claim to the sophisticated civilizations of 
ancient Greece and Rome as part of their own historic traditions.  1   Knowledge 
and learning tended in the premodern era to flow from East to West, and 
from Muslim capitals into Europe. This pattern was to reverse in the modern 
period, when Europe became the center of technological invention and politi-
cal might, with the Ottoman Empire as a watchful pupil hurrying to catch up. 
Nonetheless, the dynamic between the West and the Islamic world was one 
of inseparability and coexistence, the likes of which significantly influenced 
nineteenth-century Ottoman attitudes when the debate in the empire over 
how to attain modernity intensified. 

 Third, unlike in Qing China, the Ottoman awareness of a shift in the bal-
ance of power between the empire and Europe actually began much earlier 
than the nineteenth century. The geographical, religious, economic, and 
intellectual bonds shared by Islamic societies and the West mentioned earlier 
are largely responsible for this situation. The Ottomans simply could not exist 
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in physical or intellectual isolation from Europe. The expanding Ottoman 
state, which had exerted pressure on Europe’s eastern frontier for centuries, 
suffered a reversal of its fortunes, marked by the Ottoman failure to breach the 
walls at Vienna in 1683. More military defeats were to follow, and though the 
teleological term “decline” is no longer used to describe the Ottoman transfor-
mation that was occurring in the latter centuries of the empire (for how does 
one measure “decline,” particularly when Ottoman territorial forfeitures were 
sometimes regained from European empires after the next war?), Ottoman 
viziers and other members of the ruling elite sensed that a restructuring of 
power in global proportions was in the making. As early as the sixteenth cen-
tury, there were Ottoman intellectuals questioning the ability of the Ottoman 
Empire to perpetuate its hegemony; by the late eighteenth century, Ottoman 
statesmen were actively looking to Europe for ideas of how to improve the 
governing mechanisms of the Sublime Porte.  2   This orientation became more 
pronounced throughout the nineteenth century, especially during the reign 
of the Westernizing Ottoman Tanzîmât bureaucrats. 

 Islamic civilization, then, and the Ottoman Empire as the most recent mani-
festation of a Muslim state, inherited a past, a history with Christendom in 
which Islam had had the upper hand—and the prior claim on science and 
technology. As Yohanan Freidmann points out in his work on the history of 
religious tolerance in Islamic societies,  

   . . . Muslims faced the other religions from the position of a ruling power, 
and enjoyed in relation to them a position of unmistakable superiority. 
They were therefore able to determine the nature of their relationship 
with the others in conformity with their world-view and in accordance 
with their beliefs.  3     

 Although Friedmann is referring to the intrasocietal dynamics between 
Muslims and non-Muslims in his “hierarchy of religions,”  4   the same attitude 
could be said to have prevailed in Muslim thinking about the external world 
of the Christian infidel, the  Dār al-Ḥarb  (the Abode of War). As a consequence 
of former interactions and this superior self-view on the part of Muslims, 
and of the advent of the modern era in which Muslim societies experienced 
a radical decentering similar to (but earlier than) that of Qing China, a cul-
ture of loss and a nostalgia for the previous era when Islamicate civilization 
was paramount in the world ensued in Ottoman consciousness. Peoples in 
the Islamic world, considering their prior contributions to world civilization, 
now grappled with the apparent loss of their status as the possessors of the 
most advanced knowledge and science, how to regain this privileged posi-
tion from a now-powerful Europe that had once feared and respected Muslim 
empires, and, for the Ottomans specifically, how to recapture their military 
superiority over Europe. 

 Geographic proximity to and conflict with Europe complicated the issue 
of adopting Western knowledge in the modern era, so that rather than a free 
absorption of universal new ideas, the process for many Muslims inevitably 
came to imply a kind of denigration of Islamic culture and religion, and a 
“borrowing back” from the decadent, formerly subordinate West. Even worse, 



46   Ottomans Imagining Japan

this past led to a substantially less secure present of the nineteenth century 
in which the Ottoman Empire had become the “Sick Man of Europe,” to be 
propped up or dismantled according to European desires, its peoples seen as 
racially and civilizationally inferior. The need to imitate the West as a sur-
vival strategy in this contemporary global environment injured the Muslim 
self-view, creating a desire to perceive virtues lacking in the Western Other 
and possessed by the Self—by emphasizing the importance of the Islamic 
past, and by exaggerating an impeccable morality of the East as opposed to 
Western immorality. As a consequence of the tenacious nature of Christian-
Muslim relations, and contrary to the achievements of Japanese philosophers 
mentioned earlier, who successfully liberated science from culture, with few 
exceptions Ottoman elites bore the burden of the inability to truly envisage 
knowledge as universal: rather, science and learning were regarded as cultural 
possessions that could be reappropriated by Muslim societies provided the 
right conditions were brought about. 

 Ultimately, the Islamic Ottoman Empire was constrained in the quest to 
contemplate and strive for modernity by two synchronous factors that would 
work in tandem to anchor future Ottoman modernity within a Western frame-
work: the incapacity to dislodge itself from its shared past with Europe, and 
the gravitation toward Western intellectual thought. The Ottomans would 
have to navigate becoming modern while accompanied by the cultural bag-
gage of a common history and heritage with Europe, a prospect dictating a 
Western-centric teleology of civilizational progress that did not currently 
accord Muslims the status they had formerly enjoyed, and from which they 
could not easily escape into a more favorable, alternative modernization 
scheme. Thus it was that in the nineteenth century, the adaptability of Islamic 
civilization and its openness for learning of earlier centuries transformed into 
a keen interest in European political thought that guided reform platforms in 
the Westernizing Tanzîmât   period and beyond. 

 The Young Ottomans who opposed the autocratic style of the Ottoman 
bureaucrats implementing Tanzîmât   policies, attracted as they were to Islamic 
tradition, were equally enamored with European science and Western-style 
patriotism, the two lynchpins of modernity they repeatedly deployed in their 
Islamic modernist discourse in the newspapers they published. Subsequent 
Islamic modernists such as Jamāl ad-Dīn al-Afghānī, Muḥammad ʿAbduh, and 
Rashīd Riḍā’ responded to European challenges by devising a reconciliation 
between Islam and Western civilization, arguing that Islam would be the filter 
through which to select the appropriate elements from the West and estab-
lish a modern society. Their synthesis of Muslim spirituality with Western 
scientific rationalism was not a wholehearted resistance to entering a Western 
global order, but a means by which to function within it, using pan-Islamic 
unity and the model behavior of the pious Muslim ancestors ( al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ ) 
as principles around which to center Islamic society and to reclaim agency in 
a changed world. 

 Ottoman statesmen and Sultans desired to resist European arrogance and 
imperialism, yet they would not deny the utility of reforms based upon European 
state models to improve the functioning of the administration. Ottoman intel-
lectuals did not reject outright the philosophical underpinnings of Western 
modernity, including the tenets of rational science that ranked them lower on 
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the evolutionary scale. The Young Turk movement that conducted a revolu-
tion in 1908 and eventually succeeded in assuming complete control over the 
Ottoman state after 1909 went further in the embrace of Westernizing, secular-
izing social and political reforms to modernize the Empire than any previous 
efforts; the trend continued into the twentieth century with the establishment 
of the Turkish Republic and the successive governments of the Arab Mandate 
states in the modern Middle East after the First World War. 

 But world events also swayed Ottoman identity, causing a discernible shift 
eastward in the late nineteenth century even as the Ottoman Empire’s per-
sistently entrenched history in and with Europe became a more pronounced 
physical and intellectual influence in the Hamidian and Young Turk eras. 
Whereas Chinese nationalists in late Qing China chose to remain among fellow 
“Eastern” Others lumped into that amorphous collective of the “non-West” 
on Europe’s exterior, Ottoman elites, many of whom were now being edu-
cated in Europe, or in Ottoman schools modeled after a Western curriculum, 
or who resided in Europe’s cities as diplomatic personnel or political exiles, 
considered themselves inextricably part of Europe and resisted permanent 
placement in the periphery. Seeking to become modern, the Qing Chinese 
ultimately could remain aloof enough from Europe to formulate an alternative 
to Westernized modernity that would be derived from Confucian, Asian, and 
indigenously Chinese cultural sources. Historic inseparability from the West, 
however, made Ottoman recognition of the altered balance of power a much 
more painful experience. The Islamic world, and the Ottoman Empire in par-
ticular, was locked into this binary with the West—perhaps an analogy can be 
made with the two sides of a single coin—the effects of which both alienated 
the Ottoman state from Europe, causing a desire in Ottoman elites to seek an 
alternative modernizing strategy, while simultaneously being attracted to the 
very ideological currents that served to marginalize the Ottoman Empire and 
its educated classes in the nineteenth century. 

 Because the Ottomans chose (?) in the end to linger in the Eurocentric 
global system, and to participate directly in it, they were forced ideologically 
to find a method to legitimate altering or in fact completely reversing the 
Western-informed ontological hierarchy for their own intellectual survival. 
Meiji Japan provided a way to reject their relationship of failure in the face 
of European encroachment: Ottoman elites used the historical analogy of 
modern Japan, its national awakening and entrance into the global arena, 
to refute Orientalist claims of Muslim and Asian inferiority and to reposition 
East above West in a defensive, anticolonial posture. In this exercise, Ottoman 
thinkers stepped symbolically outside the “West” and located themselves tem-
porarily in the “East.” Japan became the model to emulate that released the 
Ottoman Empire from its hopelessly subordinate position vis-à-vis Europe.   
Japan would come to represent an “Eastern custodian” of Western values. 
Representations of the Japanese were intimately connected to finding a place 
for the Ottoman Empire in the modern world, somewhere between Europe 
and Asia. Members of the Ottoman polity engaged in this quest at the turn of 
the twentieth century traversed the East-West divide, in part out of necessity, 
in part because Islam could not extricate itself from its past and present with 
Christian Europe, and in part as a creative exercise in debating modernity that 
transcended established historical boundaries.  
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  Social Darwinism, Herbert Spencer, Ernst Haeckel, and 
Gustave Le Bon 

 The contemporary historian investigating the onset of modernity in the 
Middle East is compelled to posit why theories of racial-civilizational hierar-
chy that placed the Ottomans and other Asians in the category of “average,” 
below Indo-Europeans and superior only to African “savages,” would be palat-
able at all. How is it that Ottoman elites would endorse such a self-deprecating 
understanding of the world? What in this empirical, Western-centric frame-
work could have been so alluring? And how could the non-West ever manage 
to overcome the limitations implicated in such a paradigm? First, we must 
remind ourselves of the influences at work in the international intellectual 
environment of the time. Douglas Howland, in an article on Japanese political 
theory, summarizes a more general pattern regarding discourse on civilization 
that is reflected in Japanese intellectual Fukuzawa Yukichi’s ideas—that the 
“enlightenment model of progress,” which rested on the capacity of human 
reason and the development of the mind to harness nature and contains 
political tyranny, was being displaced by a “scientific model of progress.”  5   
According to the former model, human reason and action leading to higher 
forms of societal existence depended upon education for their fulfillment. 
Disparities in ability among those educated in the identical manner led intel-
lectuals to question the interrelationship between enlightened behavior and 
education, causing them to increasingly rely instead upon racial and cultural 
determinism to explicate social evolution. In the rapidly changing epoch of 
the mid- nineteenth to the early twentieth century, European philosophers, 
biologists, doctors, economists, and other social scientists put forth the most 
convincing arguments explaining in rational, biological terms the newly for-
mulated world of nation-states and empires turned colonizing powers. Though 
Charles Darwin had confined his findings initially to the animal world in 
 Origin of Species , other scientists in Germany, Britain, and France applied his 
and their ideas to the human realm, begetting Social Darwinism, misnamed 
for the author of the theory of natural selection, but which explained scientif-
ically the international inequities of power. As Peter Bowler has described, the 
preeminence of scientific thought and the application of Darwin’s theory to 
human societies developed out of the merging of German idealist philosophi-
cal thought and the Victorian-era need to explain social disruption in ratio-
nalist terms (through materialism, Positivism, evolution, etc.).  6   Darwin later 
discussed social evolution in his  Descent of Man , but unlike Social Darwinists, 
he merely theorized about it without prescribing specific activities as a means 
to succeed in nature’s competition. 

 At any rate, the modification from “enlightened” to “scientific” progress 
did not make education less relevant a tool to improve upon a given people’s 
level of civilization. But it was now a gift, to be bestowed by society’s elites 
(and thus the state) upon those less endowed, less intelligent, or less powerful. 
This view in turn was applied to the international arena, where the “superior” 
West was to guide and play tutor to the less capable and less civilized non-
West, those predominantly “Eastern” peoples who were, from the point of 
view of biological science, inferior by birth and in need of assistance in order 
to progress and become modern, like Europe. 
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 This scientific revision emphasizing racial and cultural determinants in the 
achievement of a nation’s level of development did not occur in a vacuum but 
was absorbed by those outside the European continent, who nonetheless had 
access to such evolutionist epistemology. According to M. Şükrü Hanioğlu’s 
study of Ottoman political behavior for example, as an antecedent to the 
Young Turk movement, in the mid-1800s the notion of modern science also 
began to “usurp the authority of religious constructs in traditional Ottoman 
thought.”  7   Science and progress were those two magical concepts believed 
to be capable of shielding or rescuing the Ottoman Empire from European 
domination; they were interpreted variously by what Hanioğlu defined as 
three intellectual camps within the Empire: the dominant Tanzîmât   clique, 
composed of advocates of Western ideologies; the reactionaries who emerged 
soon after, claiming the preeminence of the Ottoman ulema and accusing 
Westernizers of alienating themselves from their Islamic culture; and third, 
those described as politically liberal and religiously conservative who gener-
ated the patterns of the Young Ottoman movement in reconciling Islam and 
Westernization in a formula of Ottomanism.  8   Deep-seated differences sur-
faced at times between those adhering to one or another of these orientations. 
But these three outlooks generally held in common (with elites in European 
and other non-Western countries as well) an appreciation for scientific knowl-
edge, though without a doubt virulent disagreement ensued as to how best 
to utilize this science in the interest of Ottoman society. As a result of the 
administrative creation of a modernized Ottoman school system, the open-
ing of Western missionary schools in various locations in the Empire, and the 
dispatch of Ottoman student missions to Europe, all of which produced many 
of the Young Ottomans and, by extension, their political descendants the 
Young Turks, the Ottoman ruling elite was inundated by the influx of a new 
crop of graduates whose educational assets included in-depth exposure to the 
sciences of the West. The reformed, modernized Ottoman educational system 
matriculated its new recruits into the Ottoman governing bureaucracy; others 
came to form political opposition to the Ottoman center. 

 From the mid-nineteenth century onward, therefore, Ottoman elites who 
enjoyed an education in the modern sciences, military, medical, engineering, 
and so on were exposed to the intellectual currents of Europe that incorpo-
rated biological and cultural determinism to explain the modern progress of 
some nations. For many Ottoman “progressives,” the scientific rationale of 
Social Darwinism encapsulated in Herbert Spencer’s descriptive phrase, “the 
survival of the fittest,” succinctly summarized current international relations. 
Domestic Ottoman interethnic, interreligious relationships were also defined 
from an elitist, Social Darwinist mind-set, particularly by the Young Turks 
who wielded political power in the Empire after 1908. 

 Locked into the civilizational hierarchy as “average” and less than European, 
and bound by legacies of the past, those Ottoman intellectuals who found 
themselves consumed by the scientific revolution could not fully deny Western 
theory in their discursive efforts to defend empire and society. On the one 
hand, the pressures of British and French imperial expansion, interference in, 
and insistence upon the reform of the empire imposed one set of influences 
upon Ottoman thought. On the other hand, the temptation to draw closer 
to Germany as a lesser European evil and possibly a reliable ally against the 
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former two served as the impetus for Ottoman ruling elites to adopt German 
technology, technique, training methods, and sociopolitical ideas. Together 
the push-and-pull of European interference and assistance would affect the 
Ottoman construction of an ideological worldview. 

 What were these various philosophical influences on elite Ottoman think-
ing? Auguste Comte’s Positivism, the stagist civilizational eugenics in which 
humankind was understood to pass from a theological, to a metaphysical, and 
finally to a positivist scientific age defined by order and morality, resonated 
among members of the Ottoman polity who desired to institute modernized 
forms of organization and/or centralization in an empire crumbling under 
the weight of European demands, bankruptcy, and separatist national move-
ments.  9   Gustave Le Bon’s sociological analysis concerning the cultural and 
environmental factors shaping a people’s character, mentioned earlier, and 
especially his ideas justifying the division of labor within a society between 
those elites who guide and govern, and the ignorant masses, was also well-
received by the Ottoman Young Turk intelligentsia, who viewed themselves as 
the most able figures to lead Ottoman society into modernity, in large measure 
due to their experience with a Western-style education. Additionally, French 
political philosophy supported cultural determinism; the French Revolution 
launched the liberal model of civil nationhood and political participation so 
that patriotism was an expression of devotion to the birthplace and society as 
well as to the state as possessed by the patriots themselves. 

 In the wake of successful German unification under the leadership of 
Bismarck and Germany’s subsequent victory over France in 1871 began the 
amicable association between the Ottoman Empire and Germany. Those 
Ottoman statesmen, students, officers, and bureaucrats who forged the alli-
ances, or who studied military science, engineering, and medicine in Germany, 
or who worked with German advisers stationed in the empire, stimulated 
Ottoman intellectual interest in German thought and the positive views of 
the German nation as a cohesive and powerful military state, to be emulated.  10   
The nineteenth-century European Romanticism movement combined with 
the German conception of the organic, racial nation (“blood and soil”) was to 
become a major aspect of Ottoman ruling elite ideology, especially after 1909. 
Romanticism also had an effect on those inside and outside Ottoman ruling 
circles from various ethnicities around the turn of the twentieth century, lead-
ing to formulations of identity being founded upon certain primordial bases 
among Ottoman subjects. 

 Social Darwinism, historian Richard Weikart notes, had a firmly implanted 
basis in Germany already in the 1860s, in large part due to the scholarly con-
tributions of biology professor Ernst Haeckel on the subject.  11   Haeckel, who 
deeply influenced the Ottoman Young Turk movement,  12   embraced evolu-
tionary theory after reading Darwin’s work.  13   Haeckel and other Germans, 
mainly in academics, including Paul von Lilienfeld in the 1870s and Max 
Weber in the 1890s, emphasized the principle of economic competition as the 
impetus for social progress in their interpretations of Social Darwinism.  14   As 
late nineteenth-century conservatism in Germany gained the upper hand, the 
collectivist German national ethos prevailed, and Social Darwinism increas-
ingly justified militarism as a survival mechanism in the world, along with 
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imperialist behavior, and, unrepentantly, the notion of racial superiority and 
competition that would lead to the extinction of weaker, primitive races.  15   
In fact war and conflict were understood as an inevitable part of the process 
of human evolution on both a micro- and macrolevel: they required internal 
social harmony and cultural cohesion if the nation was to win the battle, and 
they violently eliminated weakness in humankind as a whole.  16   This German 
Social Darwinist epistemology and its corollaries of military might, economic 
competition, social harmony, and racial determinacy certainly seeped into 
Ottoman elite consciousness where the empire’s survival was concerned. 
After 1910, once the Ottoman Empire spiraled deeper into its own wars, first 
in a conflict over Italian occupation of Tripolitania in 1911 and then in the 
Balkans in 1912–1913 before the all-out engagement in the First World War 
starting in 1914, military strength appeared more and more to be its only 
means of self-preservation.  17   

 British theorist Herbert Spencer deserves further mention, for ultimately 
it is portions of his philosophy that largely liberated the Ottoman Empire 
from its grim future predicted by European civilizational hierarchies and 
Social Darwinist evolutionary theories. Herbert Spencer is often seen as the 
granddaddy of Social Darwinism, as his outlook assumed nature’s inevitable 
improvement in human society over time as a consequence of population 
pressure, Darwinian natural selection, and the endurance of only the most 
intelligent and adaptable humans.  18   His positive stance toward  laissez-faire  
economic competition conformed to this faith in nature to generate a higher 
level of existence; state interference in this mechanism was artificial and det-
rimental: whether societally to aid the poor, or internationally by imposing 
European will upon less advanced societies, which ultimately was none other 
than colonialism, Spencer considered intervention on behalf of those less 
developed as an intrusion into the process of human evolution that would 
yield a biologically inferior end product. The progression of human com-
munities moved from the simple to the complex, amplifying the division of 
labor; from a warlike militant stage of existence societies moved to an indus-
trialized phase including commercial competitiveness that also resulted in a 
liberalized political system in which an individual’s rights were not delineated 
nor restricted by the state. 

 There were various reasons why Ottoman intellectuals were amenable to 
Spencer’s antimilitarist, anticolonialist ideas. Spencer delineated a schema 
for the biological differentiation of species and the necessity of allowing evo-
lution to take its natural course that was seen as scientifically sound grounds 
to demand that Europe keep out of Ottoman affairs. Differentiation among 
the human species implied that various nations, races, or peoples, no mat-
ter what stage of development they currently occupied, could all potentially 
arrive at a higher level of civility and modernity commensurate with their 
natures only if given the autonomy to evolve independently. Darwinian 
selectivity—the notion that an individual or a people has a certain unique 
set of characteristics that makes them who they are, and that guides their 
experience of  adaptation—required this evolution to occur unhindered 
and uninterrupted by others. In effect, according to this line of argumen-
tation, what not only preserved Ottoman self-identity in the process of 
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modernization but precisely what enabled progress for the empire was its 
unique (Islamic) history, heritage, and culture that would assist Ottoman 
thinkers in selectively adapting to the modern world. Spencerian philoso-
phy was highly empowering for Ottomans and others among the politi-
cally disenfranchised in the global political order, restoring agency to “less 
advanced” peoples by making progress contingent upon the preservation of 
traits other Europeans often labeled as backward and traditional. Ottoman 
intellectuals could argue that if left alone, free of Western imperialist influ-
ence, they would evolve. 

 Ottoman reform-minded journalists and political activists of the late nine-
teenth century familiar with Spencer’s philosophy, particularly members of 
the Young Turk movement, eagerly reproduced his views on Western imperi-
alist behavior and the defense against it in the press, to support the Ottoman 
case for a cessation of European intervention in the region and the abroga-
tion of the Capitulatory privileges European powers possessed in the empire. 
Excerpts of Spencer’s famous correspondence with Japanese baron Kentaro 
Kaneko in 1892 were reprinted for example in  Mechveret Supplément Français , 
the paper of Young Turk political activist and journalist Ahmed Rıza, pub-
lished while he was in exile in Geneva. Rıza commented:

  Spencer counseled Japan “to keep Americans and Europeans at a dis-
tance; to give them the least rein possible; to refuse foreigners not only 
the right to acquire land, but similarly to sign leases, and only grant 
them yearly renting; to prohibit foreigners from any involvement in the 
exploitation of government mines. Japan must preserve the domestic 
transport industry and prevent foreigners from seizing it.” Finally and 
especially, he implores the Japanese “to  strongly repel from their shores all 
that might look like European influence, military or civil ” (author’s empha-
sis). The Japanese, with the shrewdness that characterizes them, seems 
to have strongly retained these valuable recommendations. And we see 
with pleasure the real profit that they knew how to extract.  19     

 In Cairo, another Young Turk publication, the weekly  Türk , also reprinted 
Spencer’s letter to Japan in which the philosopher emphasized that “the day 
you open your doors to them and their goods is the day that you ask for 
annihilation. If you want to know what could happen, read the history of 
India”;  Türk ’s editors, “noticing the benefit of a translation since we Easterners 
ourselves have anxiety about the Capitulations, saw it favorable to publish 
it in our newspaper.”  20   Rıza and others applied Spencer’s notion of “equal 
social rights” to the current inequities of the international world system in 
order to demand Europe accord the Ottomans equal treatment, including 
 non-interference in the Ottoman realm and a satisfactory revision of Western 
Capitulatory privileges. 

 European philosophical thought affected influential Ottoman elites beyond 
their views of Western imperialism and the intellectual defense against 
charges of Ottoman inferiority. Spencer and Le Bon provided a framework 
of the social collective and its differentiation according to abilities that coin-
cided with Ottoman class differences, and that resembled the traditional 
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Islamic notion of a polity as a body with various limbs and appendages ( ra ’ s  
or head as central power, etc.) serving the different functions of the state. 
Many of the Young Turks predisposed toward Spencer’s political philosophy 
of individual rights directly challenged the autocratic Ottoman Sultan on 
the one hand, and, after the revolution, justified their own privileged status 
once in power on the other. As a politically excluded class in the Hamidian 
era, they sought to reinstate the Ottoman constitutional system as a way to 
guarantee their future influence over government affairs, but they expressed 
this goal in a more subtle, egalitarian-sounding manner: by demanding the 
establishment of these “equal social rights.” Once firmly in power after the 
1908 Revolution and the suppressed countercoup in 1909, proximity to or 
actual membership in the ruling regime in the empire was as a consequence 
of their having “evolved” to the next stage of human development, and not 
a natural right granted to all any longer. The ruling Unionist regime became 
more authoritarian. Their differentiation was as a paternalistic elite possess-
ing Western knowledge that thus granted them the ability to know best—
and to be those who would drag Ottoman society into the modern world, 
to the exclusion of everyone else. This intervention, condemned by the 
Young Turks when conducted by the West in the East, would be a domestic 
necessity for their Committee of Union and Progress to ensure the Ottoman 
Empire’s survival.  

  Japan Reverses the Order: Yellow Peril or Yellow Gold? 

 Pan-Asianist nationalist thought developed in parts of Asia as expressions of 
a reawakened Eastern cultural-civilizational superiority, with the final objec-
tive of different peoples achieving independent nation-state status in order 
to survive in the world system. For those elites who accepted the Eurocentric 
framework of racial hierarchy and who believed in differentiated social evolu-
tion as scientific facts of life, modern Japan conclusively proved to Asians in 
the world that Eastern subordination was only temporary. Japanese isolation 
and relative independence from Western interference had allowed the Meiji 
state the freedom to evolve to its fullest Darwinian potential. Japan’s surprise 
success in a war with China in 1895 demonstrated its status as a formidable 
military power. Following Japan’s participation as one of the allied forces put-
ting down the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900 (thus opening the door to 
subsequent Japanese colonial rivalries with Russia in Manchuria), coupled 
with becoming a creditor nation around this time, and the signing of the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902, Japan was firmly established as a modern 
nation worthy of engaging in international Great Power politics even before 
the advent of the Russo-Japanese War. Once Japan defeated Russia in 1905, 
non-Western intellectuals could argue that modern Japan was actually lead-
ing Asia out of its subordinate position in the global hierarchy by beating the 
West at its own imperial game. The East-West binary was being altered and in 
fact reversed; the hierarchy was being tipped on its head. In the eyes of many 
Ottomans, Persians, and Indians, the small country of Japan was the victor 
in a war over a vast, expansionist Russian empire which had threatened all 
three for more than a century. It rekindled feelings of pan-Asian solidarity 
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while illustrating that the power of the West was not invincible. As the Indian 
newspaper  Samay  put it,  

  We (the people in the East) who are hated as cowards and imbeciles, are 
proud of this triumph of the East in its terrible struggle with the West. 
We heartily congratulate thee, Japan, on thy wonderful courage, thy 
discipline, thy iron will, and thy indomitable energy . . . thou alone hast 
saved the honour of the East, the down-trodden East.  21     

 Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 physically proved for Asia a reversal of 
fortunes. The Ottoman Empire had been plagued by several wars with Russia; 
geographic proximity had led to centuries of military rivalry between the 
Ottoman East and the European West. The tide had seemingly turned at last 
in favor of the East. 

 Japan had become larger than life for observers on both sides of the East-
West binary. Modern Japan became an exoticized nation, a country of mythi-
cal capabilities, threatening for Western powers intent upon preserving their 
colonies, and a model to be emulated for Asians who imagined their own 
self-directed destinies, independent of Western control in the future. For the 
non-West, Japan was a nation that had preserved its “Eastern uniqueness” 
while modernizing, and had reversed the global order in favor of the East. 
Japan had demonstrated that this eugenic social evolution was possible, and 
that the end result was superior to the West. The contradiction implicit in 
Japanese colonial actions in Asia was not immediately acknowledged as yet 
another case of an anti-Spencerian intervention in the fates of peoples in the 
Orient, but instead was interpreted by Asian onlookers as an Eastern power 
guiding its protégés toward modernity. 

 For Europeans, Japanese success in reversing the hierarchy was viewed 
in a rather opposite manner: Japan was considered by the West as a dan-
gerous threat on several levels. First, this rising Japanese power would be 
able to directly challenge Western military, economic, and political posi-
tions, particularly concerning European and American colonial posses-
sions in Asia. Second, Japan could conceivably inspire the “inferior races” 
residing in Europe’s colonial outposts to rebel against the “natural order,” 
to rise up against their occupiers, and possibly to overrun Europe in what 
came to be known as a great “Yellow Peril.” This phrase was coined in 
the 1890s amid fears of the impact of cheap Chinese import goods and 
Chinese immigration in Western countries due to the labor implications 
of their numbers (particularly in the United States, where newspapers and 
other writings expressed a concern for the demise of the American way of 
life should this influx of “Yellow peoples” that was a cheap labor force, 
not be stopped). 

 Interestingly, the derogatory notion of “Yellow Peril” to describe Asian 
advances into the West was turned upside-down by those who instead saw it 
as a positive force. Some Ottoman Arab writers reinterpreted “Yellow Peril” to 
mean an idyllic joining of Japanese modernization and leadership skills with 
Chinese manpower to form a “Yellow wave” that would sweep over Europe.  22   
For Fāris al-Khūrī, a Syrian Arab Protestant lawyer who served as dragoman for 
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the British Consulate and who eventually became involved in Syrian politics 
after the First World War, “yellow” (a reference to the prevailing European 
fear of “Yellow Peril”) was merely an outward manifestation of Eastern “gold”: 
the inner purity, the noble virtues, and the superior character of the Japanese, 
who currently represented the epitome of Asian culture. In 1904 he wrote 
to Syrian journalist Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī (living in Cairo during the Russo-
Japanese War):

  Today I read a short story  al-Ḍiyā’  published called “The Old Japanese 
Woman” in which she committed suicide in order not to obstruct her 
son from plunging into the deluge of war. I saw it as an extraordinarily 
good portrayal, and the quintessential line from it was a saying in 
Japanese: “If we are yellow, what harm is it for us? Does yellowing spoil 
gold?” If you come across the latest issue of  al-Ḍiyā’ , read it and take 
pleasure in it.  23     

 An old Japanese woman and her warrior-son were the physical evidence of the 
Orient challenging Western hegemony: in a political sense, through engag-
ing in warfare; morally, through supreme sacrifice for the nation. Combining 
superior Eastern heritage with modern science had allowed Japan in effect to 
move beyond the ephemeral achievements of the West, reversing the inferior 
position of Asia within the global hierarchy. 

 Europe was correct in assuming Japan would inspire peoples in Asia. In 
the Ottoman Empire, a bureaucrat named Ayanzâde Birecikli Nâmık Ekrem 
translated a book called  Japonya Şularında  as  Japonlar.  In it he explained what 
he understood to be this reversal stemming from Japan’s national character. 
Europeans should be amazed at the Japanese, Ekrem scolded, but typical of 
their prejudicial attitudes, Easterners were still regarded as inferiors. The West 
did not appreciate all that it had gained from the East. A European weekly 
claimed Easterners generally could not comprehend higher mathematics. 
There were famous mathematicians in the East, but they were merely occupied 
with and famed for simple mathematics. He went on to clarify how unsub-
stantiated these European allegations were:

  In reality, in the countries of China, India, and the islands of Japan, 
for centuries they have been occupying themselves with higher math-
ematics. A lot of mathematicians lived in the Sind, in the basins of the 
Ganges River, in the vicinity of Turkestan, in the lands of Arabistan. 
Their knowledge was not limited to just engineering and accounting 
techniques.  24     

 Ekrem contended that European mathematical discoveries could not have 
come to pass had they not relied upon earlier works by Eastern scholars and 
philosophers from Central Asia and Arabistan, so it could be said that in actu-
ality “the capital of European progresses was taken from the East’s bounti-
ful lands.”  25   Discourse on the Japanese nation granted the East the chance 
to reclaim its self-confidence through pride in a civilization and heritage of 
global proportions. 
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 In “Future of the East,” published in Aḥmad Ārif al-Zayn’s Lebanese journal 
 al-ʿIrfān  in 1910, the author separated the world into categories of Orient and 
Occident in this manner:

  Westerners, their sun inclined to set due to natural law, and Easterners 
enjoying a perpetual radiance in their pure lands. . . . Easterners have a 
deep-rooted past. Civilization developed and reaped the fruits of its har-
vest in their lands and in the East today remains this civilization and 
progress—what Westerners reached in comparison with it is confusing 
and baffling, yet most of it had been achieved more than a thousand 
years ago! And these priceless vestiges are sufficient alone to indicate the 
complete predisposition of Easterners for progress.  26     

 The author explained that while the East had fallen into a state of ignorance, 
it was now emerging from that darkness to pursue “that beautiful radiance, of 
which the first indication that it started is today in the country of Japan, this 
advanced nation whose people call it ‘the rising sun.’”  27   The Japanese, he wrote, 
have both physical and spiritual strength that made them powerful enough to 
defeat Russia in war and also to develop their own products and institutions at 
home without the prolonged use of foreigners as advisers; they transported civ-
ilization to Korea, a country with a completely different culture and language, 
demonstrating not only their leadership in the East’s modernization process, 
but the inherent potential in other Asian nations to progress as well.  28   Japan 
had attained its progress “to the highest degree, Europe rivaled it as a mutual 
competitor, and [Japan’s] progress is spiritual and moral no less than material, 
it is not excessive, not false, and not fraudulent.”  29   Implicit in these remarks 
was a sentiment that European progress was specious and deceptive, because it 
was not grounded in the proper ethical basis. Still, he complained,  

  We do not strive to maintain the wonder which God has bestowed upon 
us, and if we had used our minds in this fashion, then our nation would 
have been among the utmost nations, for the propensity for progress 
present in the East is totally nonexistent in the West, and this invariable 
truth is as immutable as the sun in broad daylight.  30     

 For this writer, true progress was only possible in the East, where spiritual-
ity and material life were appropriately melded together to create the most 
advanced civilization. In Europe this simply was not possible. 

 Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī’s Damascene newspaper,  al-Muqtabas , ran an article by 
a prominent Ottoman Arab who expressed similar pan-Asian views concern-
ing Japan’s recent rise to power within a global framework divided between 
Orient and Occident. Shukrī al-ʿAsalī, a Syrian political activist elected to the 
Ottoman Parliament in 1911, viewed Japan’s victory as the initiation of a 
long-awaited Eastern awakening. According to one biographer, al-ʿAsalī pos-
sessed the awareness to which Chatterjee alluded in his description of Eastern 
nationalism “re-equipping” the nation: al-ʿAsalī believed in the preeminence 
of modern European education; he simultaneously showed concern about the 
temptation that led Syrian Arabs merely to adopt superficial aspects of Western 
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civilization after exposure to this learning, which in turn led to decadence 
because it eroded traditional morality and Arabo-Islamic culture.  31   Those who 
recognized freedom as the fundamental principle of European progress and 
implemented it in society were increasingly Easterners who had remained 
committed to their indigenous traditions in the process.  32   In “A Glance to the 
East,” written in 1910, he summarized events that affected a growing national 
awareness among Eastern peoples:

  We were confronted this century with the Russo-Japanese war which 
placed [Japan] on the same level as the Great Powers, and which intro-
duced an opportunity to liberate Russia, so they carried out their revolu-
tion. . . . The awakening of Japan and the success of Russia’s liberation 
encourage intellectuals in the East. . . . Constitutional government was 
established in the Ottoman Empire and Abdülhamid was removed, and 
the Ottomans became free. . . . The liberation of Persia took Teheran by 
surprise; they . . . got rid of [Shah Muḥammad ʿAlî Khan], exiling him 
from their country, and exiling tyranny with him. Political parties in 
Egypt arose, demanding independence and that the [British] occupation 
withdraw, and they called for a constitution . . . we read the Egyptian 
papers and they inform us . . . “Egypt for the Egyptians.”  33     

 The Iranian and Ottoman constitutional revolutions, and Egypt’s protest against 
British occupation were all symptomatic of the current struggle to become 
modern in the Middle East, as Japan had already done. Al-ʿAsalī continued 
to describe in pan-Asian, anti-Western, constitutionalist language the similar 
independence movements initiated in India and China. The peoples of Siam, 
Java, and other Eastern countries, he wrote, were awakening to a new patriotic 
sensation, which also caused them to sacrifice themselves for their homelands, 
like Japan. He wrapped up the article in hopeful, prophetic words:

  The East awakened . . . we have not yet reached the middle of the century 
but . . . Asia has become like Europe today . . . moving with Europe and 
America in the way of progress and success by the end of the twentieth 
century. Perhaps this lifeblood [patriotism] will creep into the Negroes 
of Africa and the peoples of Zanzibar and the Congo and Morocco in 
the beginning of this next century. . . . After that you will see each people 
ruling itself by itself, and ending the greedy ambitions of the Western 
nations. Perhaps that depends on the result of uniting the peoples of 
Asia before [the West’s] ambitions. Thus an international court will 
be established and will solve problems. . . . Attention would be diverted 
away from wars, and if there were wars, they would be economic wars 
and boycotts.  34     

 By using discretion to absorb the pure essence of freedom, Easterners would 
unite in liberating themselves from Western domination and thus advance 
their own civilizations to a higher level. Justice would return to the global 
order. 
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 Members of the Young Turk movement also inverted the meaning of 
“Yellow Peril” in referring to the impressive feats of the “yellow race” in their 
publications. Dr. Abdullah Cevdet and Ahmed Rıza both described Japanese 
efforts to disseminate modern scientific education in order to execute military 
prowess on the battlefields against Russia as goals to be emulated.  35   Rıza went 
a step further in defining and praising the Japanese in a monologue that railed 
against Ottoman Sultan Abdülhamid II’s autocracy. He demanded that  

   . . . for our part, it is this “yellow” civilization that we wish to see uni-
versalized because it is the fruit of a principled, faithful and highly 
intelligent organization, because it is based on a conception of human 
destinies that excludes holy icons and false sentimentalities, because, 
above all, it is the daughter of a constitutional government.  36     

 Ahmed Rıza, a member of the Ottoman educated elite, who became one of the 
prominent leaders of the Young Turk opposition movement in exile from the 
late 1880s, was a prolific political writer and newspaper editor, who repeatedly 
voiced his immense satisfaction over the Japanese upheaval of the racial hier-
archy in the same breath as he condemned European imperialist actions. A 
committed Positivist, deeply influenced by European thought, he nonetheless 
found fault with the hypocrisy of liberal European values that contradicted 
Great Power actions. In fact, as has been pointed out by his biographers, Rıza’s 
anti-Westernism seems to have become especially acute in the aftermath of 
the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900, when the combined European, Russian 
(and ironically, Japanese) forces that put down the uprising opened the door 
to Russian occupation of parts of Manchuria.  37   Editorials in his French and 
Ottoman publication  Mechveret Supplément Français  that frequently recounted 
events surrounding and the outcome of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 
revealed his frustrations. Rıza’s scientific rationalism had no place for reli-
gion; Christianity was as appalling in its violation of science as it was in its 
conceit:

  There are multiple well-merited lessons that the war permitted the 
Japanese to give to the “superior races”. . . . One cannot doubt the pre-
eminence of the social and political institutions of Japan, a so-called 
inferior race by most of those peoples upon whom the patent of superi-
ority is conferred. The splendid victory of the Japanese has proved the 
Christian world arrogant; that it is not indispensable for a people to 
embrace Christianity in order to acquire morality, civilization, and an 
aptitude for progress. . . . Likewise events of the Far East have put forth 
evidence of the uselessness of interventions, frequent if pernicious, of 
Europe for reforming a people. On the contrary, the more isolated and 
preserved from contact with European invaders and plunderers a peo-
ple is, the better is the measure of [their] evolution toward a rational 
renovation.  38     

 According to Rıza, and conforming with Spencer’s recommendations, Japan’s 
prior policy of isolationism had kept it from lengthy Western rivalry and 
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 interference; in the eyes of Rıza and plenty of other Ottoman journalists 
(including Arabs), the Ottoman Empire was not so lucky.  39   

 The Ottoman perception of Japan during and after its victory over Russia 
in 1905 as the Eastern warrior, championing the cause of the downtrodden 
in Asia against the ruthless imperial onslaught of the West, was indicative of 
the shared sense of solidarity with the rest of the Eastern world that bridged 
other differences. Why would so many Ottoman subjects consider Japan’s vic-
tory to be so great? First and foremost, the Japanese had beaten Russia, the 
most continuous and direct threat to the Ottoman Empire in the preceding 
century. Clearly the Ottoman Sultan and state understood the conflict in geo-
political terms.  40   But the level of awareness that Russia was the prime enemy 
cut across social boundaries—even the Ottoman peasantry in the countryside 
was affected by wars with Russia, for which their sons had often been drafted 
into the military and died while fighting the Czar’s forces. A Druze sheikh and 
his entourage in a remote village in Lebanon who rejoiced at Russian defeats 
went so far as to claim the Japanese were actually an army of Druzes proph-
esied to arise out of the East to reconquer the world!  41   Tatars and Crimean 
Turks such as Abdürreşid İbrahim, Yusuf Akçura, and İsmail Gaspıralı reached 
Ottoman lands bearing their frustrations over discrimination against and per-
secution of Muslims by the Czarist regime back in their native lands. Ottoman 
Muslim refugees who fled the conflicts with non-Muslims, such as those in 
the Caucasus or the Balkans, generally could blame Russia for their plight as 
well. Much of the Slavic Christian population of the Ottoman Balkans, includ-
ing Greeks and Bulgarians, tended to rally behind Russian efforts in the war 
with Japan.  42   Even so, Muṣṭafā Kāmil’s Egyptian nationalist newspaper  al-Liwā’  
printed in 1904 that “Most Greeks, Armenians, and Jews share in this senti-
ment [hating Russia], with [Ottoman Muslims]” because of their many wars.  43   
And when asked about the favorable disposition of Muslims toward Japan 
during the Russo-Japanese War, Kāmil responded,  

  The most important reason is that we do not like Russia for its well-
known historical enmity towards the Ottoman Empire. . . . On the other 
hand, we are amazed by Japan because it is the first Eastern government 
to utilize Western civilization to resist the “shield of European imperi-
alism” in Asia. . . . The Japanese demonstrate their inclination towards 
Muslims like we demonstrate it towards them.  44     

 But Kāmil would go further in expressing grievances against Russia. Just as 
Ottoman citizens from all walks of life applied the lesson of Japan to their own 
particular circumstances, Kāmil would view the Russo-Japanese War through 
the eyes of an anticolonial Egyptian nationalist. In a letter to his French jour-
nalist friend Juliette Adam, Kāmil wrote that as an Egyptian, one would think 
he would have no sentiment for either of the warring parties in 1905. Yet 
while Japan had done absolutely nothing at all harmful to Egypt or to Islam, 
Russia, on the other hand, had struck the greatest blow to Egypt by sinking 
Mehmet ʿAlî‘s fleet (at Navarino Bay in 1827 during the Greek insurrection). 
In league with the British, whose habit was to deceive, and with the complicit 
French, Russia had brought the greatest harm to Islam and Islamic countries, 
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and so it was their primary enemy.  45   In essence, Russia represented Western 
imperialism and Japan symbolized that abstract connection, the solidarity of 
the East, that traveler Gertrude Bell defined as a  

   . . . curious link which is so difficult to classify except by the name of a 
continent. . . . However eagerly you may protest that the Russians cannot 
be considered as a type of European civilization, however profoundly you 
may be convinced that the Japanese show as few common characteristics 
with Turk or Druze as they show with South Sea Islander or Esquimaux, 
East calls to East . . . from the China Seas to the Mediterranean.  46     

 The notion of “Eastern” as it emerged in Asian societies in the late nineteenth 
century, and particularly following Japan’s success in 1905, was neither obvi-
ous nor old. In the Ottoman Middle East, where identity was still to a great 
extent predicated upon one’s religious affiliations, it would be expected that a 
mainly Muslim Empire would not so readily associate itself with a non-Mus-
lim nation-state such as Japan. To put it another way, it was quite a radical 
transition to shift from Ottoman-Islamic sensibilities to Easternism as a unify-
ing ideology. Yet a defining feature of the era, colonialism, tended to extend 
communal consciousness beyond religious borders. P. J. Vatikiotis described 
the advent of Islamic modernism in Egypt similarly:

  Its original impetus came from the wider reaction of the Muslim world 
to an expanding European imperialism in Africa and Asia: France in 
North Africa, Britain in India and Africa, Russia in Central Asia, and 
Holland in Southeast Asia. A waning Ottoman Empire, bludgeoned 
by the encroachments of Christian Europe—both East and West—and 
partly dismembered by the successful separatism of the Balkans, further 
shaped the realization among Muslims of a weak and exposed Islamic 
community.  47     

 As a consequence, the Japanese were viewed alternatively—as a tool for the 
Ottomans to redefine their troubled and unequal relationship with the West. 
Denying this former historical partnership with Europe that had, in recent 
centuries, been one of repeated failures and humiliations, the Ottomans in one 
sense turned their backs on Europe in favor of a fictive “East” as personified 
by Japanese culture and civilization, as a means of escaping the “Sick Man” 
role. They reoriented the Empire away from its historical, geographical, and 
civilizational proximity to Europe, and realigned it with Japan and the East. 
Yet in doing so, the Ottomans ultimately desired a second chance with the 
West, a reentry into the European fold in which they would come equipped 
with Japanese-style modernization and progress as the cultural arbiter to gain 
inclusion for the Ottoman Empire. Modern Japan, retooled and refigured 
as a secular, progressive, capitalist, and Eastern nation-state, now mediated 
involvement with Europe for the Ottomans, proving the Orient’s potential. 
Japan’s Unequal Treaties were the Ottomans’ Capitulations; Japanese social 
and technological reforms were a prelude to Ottoman efforts. Japan’s own 
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turbulent history leading up to the Meiji-era recasting of itself subsequently 
gets conveniently overlooked in this process, as does its character as a non-
Muslim nation, for the sake of the larger pan-Asian, anticolonial argument in 
which Japanese “Easternness” is in large part responsible for the miracle of 
achieving modernity. Additionally, rumors of the impending conversion of 
the Japanese Emperor and his nation to Islam (discussed in a future chapter) 
assisted in facilitating a positive view of the Japanese as future Muslim broth-
ers in the struggle against European colonialism. 

 Easternism was thus a relatively new phenomenon, a subtle change in 
Ottoman identity, whose momentum grew mainly thanks to both world 
events and popular currents of thought regarding modernity. The victory of 
Japan over Russia in 1905 was viewed as one of East over West for the first 
time in the modern era. But it was also the triumph of constitutionalism over 
absolutism, and of nation-state nationalism over antiquated, multinational 
empires. Japan had redefined “East” to incorporate these modern concepts 
into the notion of an independent state. According to the Arabic scientific 
monthly magazine  al-Muqtaṭaf,  interest in the fortunes of Eastern countries 
after the arrival of the Europeans was stimulated by the hope that  

   . . . all Orientals awaken to keep up with Europeans in the merits of their 
civilization. In order to return to them their former glory . . . littérateurs 
have written on this subject and the learned have urged this [progress] 
for fifty years in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and other provinces of the Ottoman 
Empire, and in Persia and the kingdoms of India. They were not satisfied 
with inciting and desiring, but they did not combine word and action in 
[their] lands as did the country of Japan.  48     

 Japan, it seemed, had been able to accomplish what others in the East had only 
dreamt of. A reprint in Arabic of an article by Alfred Stead in  The Fortnightly 
Review  predicted Japan would win the war as a defender of justice, of freedom, 
of modern Western civilization: in battles of ignorance versus knowledge, 
oppression versus enlightenment, and religious persecution versus freedom 
of religion.  49   The translation of another article from a Russian paper ( Novya 
Vremia)  described how this tide was transforming Asia:

  Orientals learned as a result of the Russo-Japanese war that they can keep 
up with Europe in the fields of civilization and prosperity just as they 
know that they cannot keep up except by replacing their oppressive, 
absolutist governments with constitutional ones. They started attribut-
ing Japan’s progress in a short span of time to consultative assembly and 
constitutional administration and because of that, Chinese, Indians and 
Philipinos demand constitutions of their governments.  50     

 India and Persia were considered well on their way to modern progress after 
successfully demanding constitutions. Not only had the Japanese combined 
theory and action to attain Eastern modernity, but Japan had constructed a 
whole new standard of civilization for the Orient. All Asians were to strive 
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together, in solidarity, to reach this objective. Historian Bassam Ṭibī sums it 
up this way:

  The emergence of Japan and her victory over the Russian fleet in 1904 
played an extremely important role in encouraging the emergence of 
Pan-Asiatic nationalism. The Asian nationalists took Japan as an exam-
ple, until the Second World War, when Japan misused “Pan-Asianism” 
for its own expansionist designs. Nationalists in the Arab world were 
also encouraged by the rise of Japan, though less so than their Chinese 
and South East Asian counterparts.  51     

 Was this enthusiasm about pan-Asian solidarity, as reflected in Ottoman and 
Arabic literary and archival sources of the time, the consequence of a chang-
ing worldview on the part of peoples in Asia, or was it in part the result 
of the manipulation of information on the part of either the Ottoman or 
Japanese governments in order to promote a certain interest and to moti-
vate the Ottoman masses to support the state and its actions? Ottoman 
intellectuals, officials, activists, and average citizens from just about every 
religious, ethnic, linguistic, and social background joined in the construction 
of Japan’s image to argue for reform, modernization, and/or a “national” 
awakening of the Empire compatible with “indigenous Eastern” character, 
no matter how they may have differed from one another or disagreed with 
each other in other respects. Implicit in these representations was acceptance 
of the division of the world into East and West. However, the Ottomans 
who interpreted Japan’s image attempted to redesign this dichotomy to alter 
the power relations formerly imbedded in such a discourse so that the East 
could now be equal or even superior to the West (even though they remained 
the shadowed secondary term of the binary). The means by and the extent 
to which Japan was utilized to illustrate the ideas of Ottoman intellectuals, 
statesmen, and subjects in the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries indi-
cate that some broad conception of pan-Asianism, or Easternism, prevailed 
in the consciousness of Ottoman citizens during these years, over and above 
the preexisting identifications of Ottoman, Muslim, Christian, Turk, Arab, or 
Druze, et cetera. Further, both the Ottoman state and Japan recognized the 
sociopolitical power of the Japanese historical analogy and, when possible or 
necessary, both states encouraged or discouraged the spread of its message 
within Ottoman society. 

 In the process of imagining contemporary Meiji Japan as a model for 
modernity, the Japanese nation became exoticized and ahistoricized: Japan 
was conjured up in the minds of observers as a country whose people did 
not lose their uniqueness, their “Eastern essence,” their “Japanese spirit,” 
as they boldly embarked on the path of progress and reversed the global 
racial-civilization hierarchy. Of course the Japanese, desiring to be seen as 
equals with Europe, had a vested interest in promoting themselves for their 
own purposes—at home, in Europe, and in Asia—as this leader of the East. 
Japanese agency in this process cannot be ignored. The Japanese perpetuated 
a positive self-image for both European and Asian observers while reinforcing 
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the ontological distinction between East and West in the Ottoman post-
revolution era.  52   Their purpose was to provide the rest of the world with a 
particular view of Japan—one that would demonstrate Japan’s civility and 
equality with the West for both Eastern and Western consumption. Japanese 
authors actually reversed the Orientalist pattern in their writings by empha-
sizing the inferiority and decadence of the West.  53   This was well received by 
Ottoman intellectuals concerned with salvaging the Ottoman Empire during 
crises such as the Balkan Wars.  54   Japan’s civility was construed in ironic ways, 
through bloody victory first in the Sino-Japanese war against fellow Asians, 
and then over Russia in 1905. But, of course, the Russo-Japanese War left 
disparate impressions:

  For Easterners this war and this victory caused a great danger. The 
Europeans, terrified by Japan, henceforth did not look with a tolerant 
eye upon the political actions and changes [taking place] in the other 
Eastern nations just like in Japan.  55     

 Japan’s wars were almost always claimed in Ottoman literature to be “in 
defense of the homeland,” and “to preserve its existence.”  56   Japan had an 
alliance with England and other European powers; demonstrating its parity 
with the West had been contingent upon Japan ridding itself of the Unequal 
Treaties. It had been a long process to abrogate unfair and unbalanced agree-
ments, one that had required Japan to reform and modernize from the inside 
first, in order to alter the external political situation, and it would be instruc-
tive for the Ottomans.  57   

 Yet another paradox surfaces however when we interrogate the notion of 
Japanese modernity as the assimilation of Eastern spirit and Western scientific 
methods. In actuality, Japan did pass through a stage early in the Meiji era 
in which it condemned its indigenous culture as antiquated and backward, 
in favor of a sometimes exaggerated display of Western cultural borrowings 
(including styles of dress, interior design in homes, etc.). Though the late Meiji 
era witnessed a nostalgia for, a pride in, and eventually an aggressive defense 
of traditional Japanese heritage, the rejection of Japan’s earlier wholehearted 
adoption of Western cultural trappings took some time to take root. It was a 
contradiction very often ignored by the Ottomans (and other Asians) generat-
ing this discourse on modern Japan, who needed to present the Japanese as 
powerful custodians of Eastern values.  

  Pan-Asianism Lived: Abdürreşid İbrahim 

 The career and influence of the Tatar Muslim Abdürreşid İbrahim ( fig-
ure 3.1 ) cannot be overlooked in this narrative of pan-Asian, anticolonial 
attitudes. He served as both a direct contact between the Muslims of Asia 
and Japan, and as a participant in constructing a particular image of the 
Japanese nation in the hearts and minds of the Islamic world. İbrahim’s 
case is similar to that of many journalists and political activists resident 
in Ottoman lands in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, who 
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wrote articles about Japan in an effort to argue for reform and moderniza-
tion policies, to place emphasis upon newly emerging notions of identity, 
and/or to reject (or applaud) Western influences considered detrimental (or 
beneficial) to society. In this regard, İbrahim’s life and work paralleled that 
of other intellectuals in the Ottoman Empire, whose writings and thought as 
they relate to Japan will be analyzed in subsequent chapters. In fact, İbrahim 
encountered or interacted with many Ottoman and Arab writers and activ-
ists on a personal level when he traveled to their individual homes, met in 
their study salons, or communicated with them from afar through articles 
submitted to their journals while he was overseas. His circulation among 

 Figure 3.1      Abdürreşid İbrahim. 
 Note: Portrait from his travelogue  Alem-i İslâm ve Japonya’da İntiṣâr-i İslâmiyet  [The 
World of Islam and the Spread of Islam in Japan], h.1328(1910/1911).  
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these intellectual circles across national and imperial boundaries, whether 
in St. Petersburg, Istanbul, Mecca, Cairo, Damascus, Berlin, or Tokyo, man-
aged to link events and politics of one region of Asia to another so that pan-
Islamic, pan-Asian, or even pan-Turkist ideologies could actually function 
to create a broad sense of unity among various peoples on the continent. At 
the same time, he assisted in the mass construction of an image of Japan as 
an Eastern role model, with all its specificity of meaning, within Ottoman 
consciousness. He is also representative of the views and concerns affecting 
emigrant Russian Turks in Istanbul who influenced Ottoman society and 
stimulated Turkish nationalist thinking.      

 But he differs from other Ottoman and Arab writers with similar ideologi-
cal leanings in one important respect: Abdürreşid İbrahim did not just shape 
the image of Japan in his anti-Western discourse that appeared in the press, 
but he was directly and personally involved in forging a concrete relationship 
between Muslims in Asia and Japanese operatives. İbrahim committed the 
majority of his life to the cause of mediating between the Islamic world and 
a powerful Japanese nation that he considered to be the only possible guar-
antor against continued Western colonial exploitation of Asia. In his articles 
and pamphlets, İbrahim presented his notion of the Japanese to Ottoman 
and Arabic readers just as he physically introduced Japanese “converts” to 
Muslims in Mecca and Damascus. While other writers may have only utilized 
the Japanese image to the point where it supported immediate ideological 
arguments, İbrahim acted upon his words in hopes of ultimately liberating 
the Eastern world completely from the West. His participation in the process 
of producing written discourse on Japan was paralleled by his direct involve-
ment in Japan’s relations with Muslims in Asia. 

 Abdürreşid İbrahim’s life has been thoroughly examined elsewhere and 
thus details will only be recounted when they relate to his role as an unof-
ficial link between the Islamic world and Japan, and his contributions to anti-
Western colonial resistance. A Tatar Muslim refugee from Russia, İbrahim was 
at various times a teacher, Islamic judge, author, journalist, political activist, 
and wartime political operative who traveled from his birthplace in the Volga 
region of Siberia to Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, and from 
Mecca to Europe, to the shores of Japan, writing books, publishing articles and 
editing newspapers in the Tatar, Kazakh, Arabic, and Ottoman Turkish lan-
guages. Beginning with his active opposition to Russian rule over the various 
Muslim communities within the Russian Empire in the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, Abdürreşid İbrahim’s worldview eventually developed into a 
synthesis of pan-Islamic, pan-Asian, and pan-Turkish ideology that opposed 
Western colonial and imperial encroachment and that thrust Japan into the 
forefront of his political conceptions. To this end he became heavily involved 
in the activities of the Japanese  Kokuryūkai  (Black Dragon Society) in the 
twentieth century, disseminating propaganda among Muslims in Asia for this 
ultranationalist wing of Japanese elites who anticipated the Islamic world’s 
inclusion in their Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere in the interwar and war 
periods. More significant than arguments for or against his co-optation into 
the Japanese Empire’s war machine of the 1930s however is the evolution 
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of his own particular vision of the world as divided between East and West, 
formulated  before  he visited Japan in 1908 and established his lasting political 
relationship with the Japanese. 

 Abdürreşid İbrahim employed the press as the effective medium in which to 
develop and disseminate his ideas. His publications always complemented his 
bold political actions whether he was in Russia, Istanbul, Europe, or Tokyo. 
İbrahim’s periodicals frequently functioned as the mouthpieces of organiza-
tions he established to gain cultural, educational, or political autonomy from 
a government authority. For İbrahim, the printed word itself was his expres-
sion of solidarity with Muslims, a solidarity that often fluctuated between old 
and new “national” identifications.  58   

 İbrahim’s earlier experiments in publishing would demonstrate a definite 
pan-Islamic ideology based on anti-Russian sentiments and his exposure to 
the international Muslim community while on pilgrimage. His pan-Asian atti-
tudes developed somewhat later, after Japan’s success in the Russo-Japanese 
War and his travels throughout the Asian continent in 1908–1909, but in con-
junction with his pan-Islamism and anti-Russianism. İbrahim’s later Istanbul 
newspapers would also reflect the increasingly the pan-Turkish feelings of 
Ottoman colleagues and Muslim exiles from Russia surrounding him in the 
capital. During and after the First World War, with the solidification of new 
forms of national identity and the success of many separatist struggles in cre-
ating an entirely new global order of individual states, İbrahim had to realign 
these three principles to accommodate the struggle against Western colonial-
ism and imperialism, this time in a global context culminating in his support 
for Japan’s war to “liberate” Asia. 

 Abdürreşid İbrahim’s early travels between the Ottoman Empire and 
Russia shaped his pan-Islamic outlook, culminating in the linkage of Muslim 
politics in Russia to issues concerning the larger Islamic community. In 
1878 İbrahim stopped in Istanbul while on pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina. 
His time in Istanbul was spent in the company of sufis and Muslim emigrants 
from Russia while he attempted to get to the Ḥijāz. After reaching Medina, 
he stayed on to study there and in Mecca with other Russian Muslim teach-
ers and the local ulema for approximately six more years. These mentors 
encouraged him to support the Tatar community’s struggle against Russian 
oppression, to nurture the idea of science and education as a key to guaran-
teeing a society’s future,  59   and to espouse pan-Islamic ideology as a way to 
unite East against West. Though still a naive young man at this time by his 
own admission,  60   it was here that he formulated his political understand-
ing of “Muslim unity,” as he was also associating with political exiles from 
the Ottoman Empire (the Arabian Peninsula and Libya were Ottoman sites 
of exile, just as Siberia was for Russia) as well as with Muslim pilgrims who 
came from all over the world to pay their respects to the holy cities. When 
İbrahim eventually left Arabia in 1884 to return to his native Tara, he con-
cerned himself with education of Muslims in Russia, as did his Crimean and 
Volga Tatar compatriots İsmail Gaspıralı and Yusuf Akçura, who had devel-
oped a new theory of education that incorporated modern sciences into the 
traditional Islamic curriculum (the  usul-ü cedid , or new principles method). 
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İbrahim seized the opportunity while passing through the Ottoman capital to 
meet with several notable personalities in order to gather more information 
about the educational system there.  61   After becoming a teacher at the local 
Tara  medrese  back in Siberia, he married, again traveled to Istanbul, the Ḥijāz, 
and back again in 1885. Around this time he published a pamphlet that was 
distributed illegally in Russia, called  Liva ’ ül-Hamd,  in which he encouraged 
Russian Muslims to emigrate to the Ottoman Empire.  62   By 1892, after pass-
ing the required Russian language exam, İbrahim was appointed judge ( kadı ) 
and member of the Orenburg Spiritual Assembly in Ufa.  63   However due to 
a disagreement with the Russian government and the local  müfti  because 
“his lively character was not suited for the strict formality of this work” 
and because he desired to “find broader possibilities to act [on behalf of the 
Muslim community],” İbrahim resigned from his post in 1895 and returned 
to Istanbul.  64   This time he remained for about two years, where he circulated 
among prominent Ottoman personalities and published several pamphlets, 
the most famous of which was his  Çolpan Yıldızı (The North Star ). In it he 
condemned Czarist Russian oppression of Turkic Muslims and the rumored 
attempts by orthodox missionaries to forcibly convert members of the Tatar 
community to Christianity. Demanding cultural and political autonomy 
for Muslims within Russia, the pamphlet was smuggled into Russia, where 
it caused a wide reaction. From 1895 to 1900, İbrahim journeyed between 
East Turkestan and Russia, to the Ottoman Empire, and to Europe, where 
he established ties with Young Turks as well as with Russian socialists. He 
returned to Russia in 1900, settled in St. Petersburg, and founded his first 
journal, the irregularly appearing  Mirât.  

 At this time İbrahim made his first contacts with Japanese nationals in 
Russia, which would later affect his anti-Russian, anti-Western activities, and 
around 1902–1903, he made his first journey to Japan. One source speculates 
that he was invited by “one of the ultra-patriotic and expansionist-minded 
groups that were gaining prominence in that nation’s military and political 
circles;  65   another claims that “there is some evidence pointing to the fact that 
Abdürreşid Bey’s Japanese connection began prior to his trip in 1902,” and 
that while he was in Japan, “he is believed to have been involved in anti-
Russian propaganda that led to his deportation at the request of the Russian 
consul.”  66   Considering the tensions that were about to erupt between Japan 
and Russia in 1904, it is plausible that the Japanese were interested in support-
ing his activities while at the same time being wary of the negative reaction 
it might incur from Russia. Upon his return to Istanbul in 1904, the Russian 
consul there was hot on his heels and requested his extradition from the local 
Ottoman authorities. He was incarcerated in Odessa without a clear legal rea-
son for his arrest, but protests from other Muslims led to his release less than 
two weeks later. 

 According to US Office of Strategic Services Research and Analysis reports 
published during the Second World War, the Japanese were actively courting 
Muslims in Russia prior to the Russo-Japanese War, and Abdürreşid İbrahim 
was among them. Though information contained in these reports should be 
read with caution, as they were produced during wartime and thus reflect the 
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attitudes of a US government office at war with the subject of study, there 
are some clues present in these reports concerning İbrahim’s relationship 
with Japan at an earlier date than was previously understood. For example, 
according to one report, Japanese intelligence officer and military attaché 
in Peking, Berlin, and the Balkans, Colonel Fukushima Yasumasa, traveled 
on horseback through the Caucasus, the Volga, the lower Urals, Siberia, and 
Central Asia between 1883 and 1897, gathering information and establish-
ing contacts in Manchuria, Mongolia, Persia, Turkey, and Afghanistan.  67   The 
Black Dragons ( Kokuryūkai ), the Japanese nationalist organization founded 
in 1901 by Uchida Ryōhei and Tōyama Mitsuru that ran its own school and 
promoted foreign language schools in Tokyo and Osaka, included many high 
officials among the 10,000 members “active worldwide” in their cause to 
expand the Japanese Empire, and, in this case, to make preparations for the 
coming war with Russia.  68   In a publication produced by the Black Dragons, 
Fukushima is mentioned as a “war spy who made efforts to learn what the 
Russians were doing and to make friends with the Muslim peoples.”  69   It 
is possible that he and İbrahim were in contact at some point, although 
İbrahim was in and out of Russia frequently. The OSS claimed that İbrahim’s 
secret contacts with Japanese “patriots” led to “subversive movements of 
such nature that he was forced to flee for Japan.”  70   The OSS report also men-
tioned a Japanese named Hattori who was said to have been dispatched by 
Uchida to set up a Japanese goods store in Russia; in 1897 this store was 
operating in Iman, Siberia, and he operated another that functioned as a 
clearing house for intelligence information during the Russo-Japanese War.  71   
Tokutomi Sohō, a Japanese journalist nominally affiliated with the Black 
Dragons, who initially endorsed Japan’s expansionist mission in Asia, may 
also have come into contact with Abdürreşid İbrahim as he visited Russia 
and the Ottoman Empire on several occasions. Tokutomi’s primary moti-
vation for the trip to the region seems to have been educational; it is not 
clear whether or not he was seeking out Muslim allies for Japan during this 
visit.  72   

 Military attaché in France, Sweden, Switzerland, and Russia (1906), Colonel 
Motojiro (Mutsujiro?) Akashi was mentioned specifically in connection with 
İbrahim. On the eve of his departure for Europe in 1901, Akashi reportedly 
desired infiltrating Russia via the two leaders of an organization called the 
Japanese Black Sea Society, Uchida (then organizer of a jujitsu school in 
Vladivostok) and Sugiyama.  73   This same Colonel Akashi is said to have first 
journeyed to Russia “to organize popular uprisings in the Russian rear before 
the Russo-Japanese War”; the report continued, “acts of espionage and subver-
sion by members of the All-Russian Muslim League and its heir, the Central 
Muslim League have been admitted by the Japanese.”  74   In the appendix to this 
report Akashi and İbrahim are said to have obtained intelligence information 
from “Russian Muslims” during the Russo-Japanese War.  75   Akashi supposedly 
had a meeting with Abdürreşid İbrahim in the Russian capital around the 
time that İbrahim was publishing the Ottoman weekly  Ülfet  (1906), and he 
worked with İbrahim “in the organizing of Muslim resistance . . . ,” which could 
explain the Russians’ closure of İbrahim’s newspaper.  76   Colonel Akashi later 
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arranged for Abdürreşid İbrahim’s son Ahmed Münir to be educated at Waseda 
University in Tokyo at the expense of the Black Dragons themselves.  77   

 İbrahim’s involvement with these Japanese operatives coincided with his 
activities in Russia. His political strategy led to holding an all-Russian Muslim 
Congress in Nizhny-Novgorod in the summer of 1905, which created a “Union 
of Russian Muslims” ( İttifâk-ı Müslimîn ) that would eventually become an offi-
cial political party in 1906 during the second All-Russian Muslim Congress in 
St. Petersburg.  78   Coinciding with his political activities was his publication 
of two weekly newspapers, both of which were closed down by the Russian 
authorities. The Ottoman Turkish  Ülfet , described as “ . . . pan-Islamic, jadīdist, 
in fact progressive, favorable towards the reformist movement and towards 
socialism . . . [and in which] his nationalism was oriented toward Turkey, the 
seat of the Caliphate and the ‘land of promise,’” was shut in 1907.  79   İbrahim’s 
Arabic  al-Tilmīdh , self-billed as a scientific, literary, religious, and political 
weekly, first appeared in late 1906 and its last issue was seized by the Russian 
police in 1907, after thirty issues. An eight-page paper “written in excellent 
Arabic . . . covering information concerning the Muslim world and political life 
in Russia,”  80   it expressed İbrahim’s conceptual outlook and corroborated his 
actions amid political currents at this critical moment in the Russian Empire. 
 Al-Tilmīdh  defined İbrahim’s pan-Islamism, pan-Asianism, and pan-Turkism 
when these three ideologies were surfacing in his home country. 

 A thorough reading of  al-Tilmīdh   81   yields several themes in İbrahim’s news-
paper, the most prominent of which is resistance to Western colonialism in 
Asia and Africa, printed in the pages of  al-Tilmīdh  in almost every issue with 
such vociferous expressions as “the lot of the Christian nations are like a group 
of hunters who take their positions in the high hills, lying in wait for their 
prey.”  82   He reminded readers that the three Western nations that ruled over 
the most Muslims were Britain, France (in Algeria and Tunisia), and Russia,  83   
and that Western civilization had become morally decadent, infecting those 
Muslim societies with which it came into contact.  84   Furthermore, Western 
civilization and its notions of democracy and parliament had originated from 
the Islamic concept of the  Shūrā  (consultative council).  85   Yet, the West did 
not understand the true spirit of Islam, slandered it in its books, and assumed 
Islam to be an obstacle hindering Muslims from modern progress, therefore 
mistakenly concluding that Islam could not possibly be a proper sociopo-
litical basis from which to administrate state policy accordingly.  86   İbrahim’s 
solution was initially a pan-Islamic one: to safeguard the interests of Muslims 
the world over, everyone must generate a sense of religious unity under the 
banner of the Caliph, Ottoman Sultan Abdülhamid II.  87   

 İbrahim used the press to achieve political gain at home, by linking Russian 
Muslims’ issues with a larger Islamic  ümmet  abroad and by locally organizing 
the various Muslims into an all-Muslim Union ( İttifâk-ı Müslimîn ) that would 
participate in the Russian parliamentary process. He also disseminated news 
of the Islamic world in the Arabic language in order to generate feelings of 
pan-Islamic solidarity among Muslims who hailed primarily from the Asian 
continent. His ideas in 1906 were ideologically pan-Islamic, and geographi-
cally pan-Asian. 
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 İbrahim’s pan-Islamic thought rapidly expanded into a more broad, pan-
Asian conception that gradually reoriented his views away from the Ottoman 
Empire as protector of Muslims; İbrahim’s new ally, Japan, would became his 
Asian bulwark against Western imperialism. İbrahim saw the keys to Muslim 
liberation at home and abroad as cultural, political, and economic autonomy, 
reform and secularization of the education system, and Muslim participation 
in the democratic constitutional process. Action was more important than 
words. And here İbrahim first contemplated Japan: an Eastern nation that had 
repelled the colonial powers and challenged European hegemony, Japan made 
good on its own reforms and modernization projects. The “land of the Mikadō” 
had seemingly achieved progress—modern education, parliament, freedom of 
the press—which in turn had influenced the choices of Iran and other nations 
in Asia.  88   Japan had proved itself in the Russo-Japanese War; it had reportedly 
even assisted Indian nationalists who opposed the British in India.  89   Japan was 
the actor capable of securing İbrahim’s political aims. İbrahim increasingly 
believed the twentieth-century world required not only placing emphasis on 
pan-Islamic bonds to resist the West, but on creating a more united Asian front 
against Western encroachment into the continent. Japan would be the leader 
that would guide Asia out of its dilemmas with the Western Powers. 

 İbrahim’s discovery of Japan and his championing of Japan as the non-Mus-
lim, Asian nation that had successfully combined native Eastern ethics with 
Western science and technology in a way he believed the rest of Asia should 
emulate, coincided with his travels within Asia and his courtship by Japanese 
parties interested in surveying the Asian continent in search of political allies. 
İbrahim’s newfound Japanese partnership eventually functioned in Ottoman 
lands through various channels: first, by way of his associations with Japanese 
converts and operatives who surveyed the area for sympathetic Ottoman citi-
zens while traveling in the Middle East; second, through İbrahim’s cooperative 
publishing endeavors that resulted in the distribution throughout the Middle 
East of an evocative pamphlet written by a Japanese Muslim entitled  Asia in 
Danger , and third, via his contributions about Japan to  Sırât-ı Mustakîm , the 
prominent Ottoman Turkish journal with Islamic modernist leanings. İbrahim 
possessed a keen political sense in dealing with both his opponents and his 
Japanese cohorts. He was not merely a tool used by Japanese imperialists to 
further their expansion in Asia, but rather was a far-sighted political activist 
with pan-Asian, Islamic modernist ideological tendencies, who recognized at 
the turn of the century the need for a powerful, progressive ally to achieve his 
goals. Japan was as much a tool for İbrahim as he was for Japan. 

 İbrahim recounted his travels throughout Asia in 1908/9 in his famous 
Ottoman two-volume series titled  The Islamic World and the Spread of Islam 
in Japan  ( Alem-i İslam ve Japonya’da Intişar-ı İslamiyet ), which was published 
in Istanbul between 1908 and 1911.  90   This work has been analyzed in depth 
elsewhere,  91   but it should be mentioned that İbrahim’s writings gave Ottomans 
tremendous insight into Japanese culture and society through the viewpoint 
of a fellow Muslim who circulated among elite political circles in Japan. In it 
İbrahim recounted his meetings and accidental encounters with Japanese states-
men and intellectuals as well as with other resident alien Muslims. Members 
of the Black Dragon Society introduced him to figures such as former foreign 
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minister Count Okuma, Historical Society member Count Ohara,   professor 
Ariga, the journalist Nakano, Economic Society president Omihara, Prince 
Itō Hirobumi, and members of the Japanese parliament.  92   In 1909, İbrahim 
and many of these Japanese elites formed an organization called the “Asia 
Defense Force” (in Japanese,  Asya Gi Kai ; in Ottoman Turkish,  Asya Kuvve-yi 
Müdâfaʿası)  in which they agreed to strive toward Muslim-Asian unity to liber-
ate the East from the West. This organization published a journal called  Daitō  
in Japanese ( Greater Asia , or  Maşrik-i A’zam  in Ottoman Turkish). As a visible 
expression of this cooperation, they committed to building the first mosque 
in Tokyo, which was officially opened in 1938.  93   Together İbrahim and eight 
Japanese members drafted and signed the “Muslim Pact,” the society’s secret 
oath promising Muslim-Japanese cooperative efforts.  94   

 İbrahim maintained that the Ottoman Sultan should be consulted and his 
approval be sought concerning any religious ceremonies or decisions such as the 
building of mosques.  95   He believed that it was the duty of the ulema to spread 
Islam to other parts of the world and to protect the faith from the onslaught 
of the West, a conviction he openly expressed in the pages of Ottoman news-
papers.  96   Despite shifting his allegiances toward Japan as a pan-Asian leader at 
this time, his pan-Islamic ideology required his notion of an Islamic caliphal 
authority as represented by the Ottoman Sultan to remain intact. 

 After departing from Japan a second time, İbrahim accompanied the first 
Japanese pilgrim to Mecca in 1909 after visiting with Muslims in Asia and 
examining their education systems. Originally an interpreter during the Russo-
Japanese War, Mr. Yamaoka Kōtarō (later Ömer) may have met Abdürreşid 
İbrahim when he was in Japan, but according to İbrahim’s memoirs, he had 
received a telegram in Singapore explaining that a Japanese was being dis-
patched to Bombay to rendezvous with him.  97   When Yamaoka arrived in 
Bombay, he introduced himself as İbrahim’s new student, and sent regards 
from Ohara and Nakano, after which he presented a letter written by Ohara 
that described Yamaoka as someone “who, after becoming a Muslim in your 
presence, will be at your side at all times, taking pride in serving you.”  98   İbrahim 
witnessed Yamaoka’s utterance of the  Shahāda  in Bombay, and instructed 
Yamaoka in the tenets of Islam, giving him the Muslim name Ömer.  99   The 
next day they were received with hospitality by the Ottoman consul general 
in Bombay, Celâl Bey Efendi. Hoping to reach Mecca, they planned to catch a 
steamship in Bombay that was headed for the Arabian Peninsula. Nakamura 
maintains that the Ottoman consul general immediately issued an entrance 
visa for Yamaoka and gave him a free passenger ticket to Jedda, although 
İbrahim’s memoirs indicate no such Ottoman generosity occurred.  100   

 İbrahim’s respect for Yamaoka and his high esteem for the Japanese in gen-
eral grew as he educated Yamaoka about Islam. But İbrahim was also keenly 
aware that people often had political motivations behind their adoption of a 
religious faith, a premise that he did not find unacceptable given the current 
threat of Western domination over the East. In this case, the Japanese were 
not simply acting out of brotherly love for fellow Muslims:

  With regard to the temperament of the Japanese nation, along with 
pursuing a serious path in everything, it is a nation that always prefers 
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general political benefits to personal gain . . . I myself taught [Yamaoka] 
Islam, yet I looked after him always with the eye of a political Muslim, 
and accordingly tried to teach him. In any case as long as it does not 
show the Japanese any hope of an initial political benefit, Islam will 
never be able to occupy a place in the heart of a Japanese. I can say 
perhaps in general that a Japanese cannot become a Muslim blindly. 
Religions that are later inculcated enter into people’s hearts in the first 
place precisely because of some definite intention.  101     

 The OSS reports made more direct allegations about the character of this 
Japanese, implying that Yamaoka was some sort of operative dispatched 
to “investigate the Muslim areas of the Near East and the Caucasus 1898–
1910 . . . he then accompanied İbrahim to Russia but was apprehended by 
Russian military police and barely escaped.”  102   At any rate, in Mecca, Yamaoka 
and İbrahim remained as guests at the home of Nakşibendi Sheikh Muhammed 
Murâd Efendi from Kazan, where they discussed with other Muslims (includ-
ing Jandarma instructor and Committee of Union and Progress member Hoca 
Ferit Efendi) Muslim unity in the East and the possibilities of Islam spread-
ing in Japan.  103   İbrahim mentioned that the Egyptian Khedive, Prince ʿAbbās 
Ḥilmī Paşa, had entered Mecca with his entourage while they were there and 
was received by Sharīf Ḥusayn Paşa of Mecca;  104   Yamaoka supposedly also 
dined with the Sharīf and was allowed to see inside the Kaʿaba, “ . . . the great-
est honor for a humble subject of the Japanese Empire.”  105   

 In Medina, the two pilgrims again met with other Muslims. İbrahim 
described a meeting there attended even by Committee of Union and Progress 
(CUP) officials, in which Yamaoka discussed the aims of the Japanese Asia 
Defense Force ( Asya Gi Kai ) and the benefits of expanding this Eastern unity. 
Yamaoka blessed his having become Muslim and brought tears to the eyes of 
his audience with his Russian speech, which İbrahim translated into Arabic.  106   
Yamaoka and Abdürreşid İbrahim then continued on to Damascus, Beirut, 
and Istanbul, where Yamaoka and İbrahim often gave pan-Asian, pan-Islamic 
speeches along the way. An article called “Japan and Islam” that appeared in 
the February 18, 1910, issue of Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī’s Damascene newspaper 
 al-Muqtabas (al-Umma)  reprinted Yamaoka’s speech that he delivered in a CUP 
clubhouse ( nādī al-Ittiḥād wa’l-Taraqqī ) the night before. It exemplified the 
kind of popular rhetoric that Yamaoka voiced:

  Why didn’t Islam spread to Japan until now? Japan, after obtaining its 
freedom forty years ago, started imitating Europeans by way of their 
modern civilization. Most Japanese at that time did not think of advanc-
ing patriotic feeling in the Japanese nation; rather they thought about 
procuring material gains. Oh Brothers, what do you think about this 
dangerous feeling which grows in the minds of the Japanese? That an 
example of this strong feeling, built on profit only, reduces the value of 
Japan and obliterates its future. The wise of the nation must find that 
religion is the best treatment for this material predilection.  107     

 Wherever Yamaoka went in the Ottoman Empire, İbrahim noted, he made a 
big propagation for a “Muslim awakening,” melding Japanese imperial aims 
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in Asia with pan-Islamic ideology that proved attractive to his audiences, 
whether they were Syrian Arabs, Young Turk officials, Egyptian royalty, or 
others. Yamaoka couched his political agenda in exhortations of how the 
Japanese had shown that science was the key to national advancement, but 
only a religion like Islam could provide the proper direction for use of this 
knowledge; his “single political hope” was to try to establish connections of 
love and friendship with the Ottoman Empire and the Arab Middle East.  108   In 
this effort, Abdürreşid İbrahim was his comrade, his personal escort, and his 
partner. 

 İbrahim stayed on in Istanbul from 1910 to 1911 and published an Ottoman 
periodical,  Tearrüf-i Müslimîn , while he contributed articles to the journal  Sırât-ı 
Mustakîm ( later renamed  Sebilürreşat) , edited by the Turkish poet Mehmed Âkif 
Ersoy. This journal represented the views of a group of conservative intel-
lectuals who had disliked Sultan Abdülhamid II’s (anti-Islamic) absolutism as 
much as they resented Young Turk secularism that granted equality to non-
Muslims; Shaw described them as emphasizing “the perfect conformity of the 
Constitution with the democracy of Islam, with the Parliament representing 
the earliest Muslim practices of consultation among believers.”  109   According 
to an article from this weekly magazine, Ömer Yamaoka was in Istanbul at 
the Ekîn İttihâd ve Teʿâvûn Clubhouse on March 21, 1910, where he was 
given a copy of the Qur’ān during ceremonies that were held after several 
speeches were delivered by various Ottoman citizens on the virtues of Islam 
and the necessity of cultivating a relationship between the Ottomans and 
the Japanese.  110   Among the prominent personalities present was Bursa dep-
uty Tâhir Bey Efendi, who spoke at length about pan-Islamic bonds between 
Muslim brethren, about the slanderous writings of Greek priests that formu-
lated the West’s mistaken attitudes about Islam, about the spiritual connec-
tions between Ottoman and Japanese felt during the Russo-Japanese War by 
“even the most ignorant of our people” when they were victorious over the 
Russians at Tsushima and Mukden, about Yamaoka’s status as the mediator 
between “these two great peoples” who should unite and make an alliance not 
for material reasons, but for spiritual ones, and about Yamaoka’s duty to learn 
Islam not through the medium of English or French, but via Arabic.  111   To this 
Yamaoka agreed, saying that he would learn Arabic and would make certain to 
spread this knowledge among his countrymen upon his return home. He con-
cluded his oration by promising to dispatch men to Istanbul and other areas 
of the Islamic world, but he requested that his audience send some individu-
als conversant in English to Japan in order that they explain to the Japanese 
the lofty truths of the Qur’ān.  112   Yamaoka journeyed home to Japan via the 
Russian Empire in 1910. But his fame was widespread and extended as far as 
Cairo, where in 1913 Rashīd Riḍā’ mentioned in  al-Manār  Yamaoka’s conver-
sion and meetings in Ottoman society clubhouses.  113   

 Yamaoka’s efforts must have paid off. In 1911  Sırat-ı Mustakîm  published the 
Ottoman translation of the official statement of purpose of the “Asia Defense 
Force,” the organization İbrahim helped form in Tokyo, and the role of its 
journal,  Daitō,  in disseminating the society’s ideas, including the society’s fif-
teen-point proclamation delineating the organization’s structure, a four-point 
description of the society’s intentions, and the writer’s interpretation of this 
information.  114   Among  Asya Gi Kaī ’s activities were to be the preservation of 
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the current state of the existing governments in Asia and securing their prog-
ress in the areas of agriculture, education, economics, diplomatic relations 
between nations, and military affairs; a connection between the most impor-
tant peoples in Asia (defined as China, Siam, Hindustan, Iran, Afghanistan, 
and Turkey) was to be established and this was to be achieved by members of 
this society who were dispatched to these lands in order to learn the present 
situation among the nations of Asia.  115   The author reminded readers that the 
oldest civilizations and the greatest ideas all originated in the East, but that 
now Asians had become enemies of one another due to invasions of the West. 
This society would strive to arm and protect Asians, whose “morality is sound, 
whose customs are admirable, whose nature is peaceful, whose thinking is cor-
rect”;  Asya Gi Kaī  publicly requested all Asians’ participation and cooperation 
in this endeavor.  116   As part of the oath to support and protect the East,  Asya 
Gi Kaī  funded not just Abdürreşid İbrahim’s son Münir in school in Tokyo, 
but two other Ottoman youths as well: Hasan Fehmî and Mehmet Tevfik.  117   In 
an Ottoman translation of an article from  Daitō  that was published in  Sırât-ı 
Mustakîm  in 1911, the 1890  Ertuğrul  shipwreck (to be discussed in the next 
chapter) was commemorated as the first real attempt to establish this Asian 
solidarity, with the author recounting the heroism of the drowned Osman 
Paşa, whose memory lived on as a reminder for Turks and Japanese to approach 
one another out of the affection shared between Turkey and Japan.  118   

 Among the Japanese  Asya Gi Kaī  members with whom İbrahim had a per-
sonal affiliation around this time and who did just this duty for Asia was a 
Japanese intellectual named Hatano.  119   Described in an OSS report as  

  Hassan Murshid Efendi Hatano, the earliest agent and contributor to 
the Black Dragons’  Daitō (Greater Asia),  he was converted to Islam with 
much publicity in 1911 and has subsequently been publisher of  Islam  
and  Islamic Unity  in Tokyo. He also sent articles in English to the Muslim 
press throughout the world, which we find reprinted in the Russian  Min-
Islama , the Italian [text unreadable], and the Indian  Review of Religion , 
during the first twenty years of this century. Hatano’s articles, even when 
signed “a Japanese Muslim,” are written in a style distinctly his own and 
easily recognizable. They consist of pleading for Muslim missionaries 
and literatures in Japan, funds for the [text unreadable], descriptions of 
Japan which read like a tourist booklet, and professions of great humil-
ity with [text unreadable] to “what Islam can teach Japan.”  120     

 Along with another Japanese convert to Islam named Mehmet Hilmi Nakawa, 
Abdürreşid İbrahim translated into Ottoman a pamphlet written by Hatano 
in 1912 titled  Asia in Danger  and had it published by the press of the Ottoman 
paper  Sebilürreşat.   121   This Ottoman pamphlet,  Asya Tehlikede,  was distributed 
around many cities in the Islamic world and generated continued enthusiasm 
for Japan as a leader of the East. It outlined atrocities committed by Europeans 
on the Asian continent, including several grotesque photographs of Asians’ 
bodies being hung (see  figure 3.2 ), and the author prescribed a pan-Asian alli-
ance as the only hope for Asia to regain its freedom. Hatano explained that 
immediately following the signing of a Japan-China agreement, Japan should 
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strive to make a treaty first with the Ottomans, then with the Afghānīs and 
Siam. Persia would then outstretch its hand, as would India, Java, and others. A 
good Asian alliance had to have a far-sighted and savvy leader, and that leader 
was implied to be Japan.  122   In another paragraph, Hatano discussed how a 
pact with the Ottoman Empire had the most significance in spite of its current 
position of inferiority vis-à-vis Europe, as Japan and the Ottomans were the 
two sentinels of the Asian continent, and if they strived together, they could 
conceivably prevent European imperialist activities in Asia.  123   He also blamed 
Europe’s meddling for the Japanese failure to negotiate an alliance with the 
Ottoman Empire until now, saying the Europeans had wrongly convinced the 
Japanese to insist on Capitulatory judiciary privileges. This pamphlet certainly 
circulated among the literate of Istanbul, including Ottoman journalists and 
statesmen. Japan was actively promoting itself as a leader of the East with the 
aid of political activists such as Abdürreşid İbrahim and the printing presses 
of Istanbul.      

 Letters İbrahim sent from Tokyo to his colleagues in Istanbul were pub-
lished regularly in  Sırât-ı Mustakîm  ( Sebilürreşât ), and these letters were the 
format for generating the typical pattern of an ideal Japan in the minds of 

 Figure 3.2       Asya Tehlikede  (Asia in Danger), inside cover with images of 
Western atrocities (1912).  
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Ottoman citizens. For example, in one letter, İbrahim attempted to clarify the 
meaning of religion in Japan for his readers in a way that would not contradict 
Islamic values, knowing that Japan’s non-Muslim status could be contentious. 
“The military, commanders and officers,” he explained, “their religion and 
their beliefs are obedience to His Majesty the Emperor Mikadō who is their 
sovereign, and service to their nation.”  124   Loyalty to the sovereign and patri-
otic service to the nation were not objectionable behaviors for Muslims; these 
were precisely the values Ottoman writers found most appealing about the 
Japanese example. İbrahim would also single out individual Japanese states-
men whom he credited with honorable tasks. He described Japanese marshal 
 ōyama  as “perhaps the foremost among those who took upon themselves the 
need to preserve this national morality  (ahlâk-ı milliye )”; as a practical expres-
sion of this duty he was currently the director of a school in Japan.  125   But the 
patriotic duty involved in supervising a school meant that “ . . . choosing the 
training for children directly, he wanted to raise children of the nation and the 
homeland  for  the nation.”  126   Part of this responsibility consisted of managing 
a facility where all students ate together, slept together, and studied together, 
so that divisions between the upper classes and the poorer children could be 
eradicated. This system cultivated young patriots—comrades not divided in 
their devotion to the nation. 

 Other Russian Muslims contributed to this image of Japan in Istanbul 
from further East, probably at the behest of Abdürreşid İbrahim. An article 
by a Veliyullah Enverî in  Sırât-ı Mustakîm  that originated in Zayşan, on the 
Siberian-China border, extolled the virtues of the Japanese nation, prais-
ing their reforms of Japan’s administration and military that culminated in 
a resounding victory against Russia in 1905.  127   In 1913, İbrahim’s own son 
Ahmed Münir wrote enthusiastically from Tokyo in  Sebilürreşat  about the 
increasing influence of Islam in Japan, while at the same time criticizing how 
little Muslims have really done to contribute to the spread of Islam “ . . . in 
a clever, progressive, and thinking country like Japan.”  128   True to both his 
father’s anti-Western outlook and to the influences upon Münir’s younger 
generation in the modern world, Münir expressed precisely what was consid-
ered national progress in the eyes of the East in the early twentieth century 
when he claimed that  

  in Asia, nationalism ( milliyetperverlik ), patriotism ( vatanperverlik ), consti-
tutionalism ( meşrutiyet perverlik ) and military technology have so rapidly 
advanced that Europe has not attained even one of these achievements 
in the same era of progress.  129     

 This article went on to discuss other intellectual, economic, social, and reli-
gious advances in Asia, most of which the author attributed to the expansion 
and reform of the school systems in various Asian countries, and most notably 
in Japan. But Japan’s success had much to do with its people’s values accord-
ing to Münir, who observed at a recent international exhibition in Tokyo 
that “the ever-present proclivity of the Japanese nation toward modernization 
and progress which always strikes the eye is quite readily apparent if we take 
note of the visitors to this exhibition.”  130   Like his father, Münir considered 
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the Japanese to be the most powerful role model for peoples in Asia. Münir’s 
activities also seemed to parallel his father’s involvement with the pan-Asian 
groups patronized by Japan: he was listed as a member of the Progressive Asian 
Student Society, along with others from the Ottoman Empire, China, India, 
Korea, Siam, and Japan (including the society’s secretary, a Mr. Haruo Kubota 
of Waseda University), whose aim was to assist in Asia’s moral, intellectual, 
scientific, and economic advancement.  131   

 Abdürreşid İbrahim continued to work on behalf of the Islamic world to 
throw off the yoke of the West, a task that frequently put him into contact 
with powerful political circles in various places. During the Italian invasion 
of Tripoli in 1911, he struggled to organize local opposition forces there, an 
activity that perhaps first introduced him to Enver Paşa. In 1913, sanctioned 
by an Ottoman imperial edict, İbrahim accepted Ottoman nationality.  132   In 
Istanbul he continued to publish journals while serving as president of the 
Tatar Beneficent Society, including  İslâm Dünyası  (1913–1914). With the start 
of the First World War, İbrahim went first to the Eastern Ottoman front in 
order to coordinate Muslim efforts against the Russians, and then to Europe 
as a member of the  Teşkîlât-ı Mahsusa,  who would attempt to recruit Russian 
Muslim prisoners-of-war held in Berlin into an anti-Russian fighting force for 
the Ottomans.  133   After the war, with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, 
İbrahim moved around a bit, lived in various cities, and met with Japanese 
operatives again before finally returning to Japan with his family in 1934. He 
continued his well-documented activities with the immigrant and Japanese 
convert Muslim communities in Tokyo, and during the Second World War, 
İbrahim produced war propaganda for Japan (directed primarily at the Muslim 
East Indies under Dutch occupation), until his death in 1944.  134   

 Abdürreşid İbrahim was an integral figure in the dialogue between Japan and 
the Islamic world for almost forty years. As a member of intellectual circles in 
Russia, Istanbul, Europe, and Tokyo, he operated as a conduit for pan-Islamic, 
pan-Asian ideology emanating from any one of these centers that revealed 
itself as political opposition to Western imperialism. The ease with which he 
moved between these circles and thus his usefulness as a spokesperson and 
organizing activist was apparent to those on both the Japanese and Muslim 
sides, but it would be naive to say İbrahim was unaware of his sponsors’ inten-
tions. A pragmatist who equally saw benefit for Muslims and Asians in allying 
with Japan, he was a man of action and one that was not easily fooled by 
those as politically savvy and motivated as himself. 

 İbrahim took risky actions that challenged the West’s penetration of Asia, 
to the point where the British became obsessed with capturing him during 
the Second World War.  135   His pan-Asian principles propelled İbrahim into 
anti-imperialist action and into a symbiotic relationship with the Japanese 
in which he was the link between Asians, both Muslim and non-Muslim. In 
the late nineteenth century, Islamic modernism in the activist style of Jamāl 
ad-Dīn al-Afghānī was the ideology upon which Muslim resistance to Western 
imperialism and material culture was based, coupled with the acceptance of 
necessary scientific and technological advances to benefit Islamic society. 
İbrahim altered this doctrine to coincide with twentieth-century realities in 
the form of a “pan-Asian Islamic modernism” that located the Japanese nation 
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in a leadership role. This was a conceptual arrangement that constantly reso-
nated in the pages of the Ottoman and Arabic press, unlikely as it may seem. 
While the circumstances surrounding the production of İbrahim’s discourse 
on Japan may have varied from those of other Ottoman and Arab authors dis-
cussing Japan, especially given the fact of his personal relationship with the 
Japanese, the content of his writings closely resembled their ideas, indicating 
an overall trend in the Ottoman Middle East: the evolution of a pan-Asianist 
notion of modernity represented by (and in İbrahim’s case, as a direct result 
of contact with) Japan.  
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      4  
 Asia in Danger: Ottoman-Japanese 
Diplomacy and Failures   

   The question of agency in the production of the discourse on the Japanese 
nation as an Eastern model of reform and modernization leads to an examina-
tion of the actual contact made between the Ottoman state and its subjects, 
and Japanese officials and expatriates, since these interactions shaped how 
each side viewed the other. Attempts to forge an official Ottoman-Japanese 
alliance in the late nineteenth to early twentieth century were encouraged 
by statesmen and private citizens on both sides, yet were hindered by every-
thing from natural disasters to issues of  realpolitik . Although diplomatic ties 
with Japan were not officially recognized until 1924, after the founding of 
the Turkish Republic, an amicable relationship and the notion of eventually 
establishing a formal treaty between the Ottoman Empire and Japan was kept 
alive for decades by unofficial visits, by the exchange of gifts between the 
Ottoman Sultan and the Japanese emperor, and by public fervor about pan-
Asian solidarity. An alliance between the two powers flanking each side of Asia 
that could conceivably contain Russian expansion and block further Western 
imperialist penetration into the continent became an ideal of almost mythi-
cal proportions among intellectuals, journalists, statesmen, and the public at 
large in the Ottoman Middle East and in Japan. 

 To simply read about images of Japan as they appeared in Ottoman and 
Arabic print would be a useless endeavor if there is no context provided that 
would allow for the historical interpretation of this discourse within the 
parameters of both Ottoman society and the concrete relationship between 
the Ottoman Empire and Japan, which spanned the reign of Abd ü lhamid II 
(1876–1909) and the Young Turk era (1908–1918). And it would be inaccurate 
to believe that this particular political environment, whether it encouraged 
or obstructed the signing of an agreement, had no effect on the perceptions 
of Japan in Ottoman consciousness. The Ottoman “players” in the negotia-
tions often generated representations of Japan themselves, or at least acted as 
agents transmitting and transforming the information coming to the Middle 
East concerning Japan. The Tatar Russian Muslim Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim is one 
example of an individual whose actions forged real linkages between Japan 
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and Muslims in Asia, connecting the Ottoman Empire with the East Asian 
nation. 

 The Japanese had a high degree of agency in the construction of this imag-
ery due to their strategic interest in the region. They had a vested interest 
in portraying Japan to the rest of the world as a major power, thus shaping 
their image for the Ottoman and/or Arab intellect.  1   Having survived as an 
independent country following their experience with foreign powers in the 
late nineteeth century, the Japanese were now becoming aware of their own 
capabilities on the international stage. Asia was to be the arena for their future 
colonial experiments; the more the Japanese knew about the continent, and 
the more allies they acquired, the more successful their imperialist campaigns 
in Asia would be in the face of Western competition.  2   

 The extent to which the Ottoman state was privately skeptical of Japanese 
intentions regarding the establishment of an official alliance stands in stark 
contrast to the Ottoman public’s staunch enthusiasm for Japan as an Eastern 
ally.  3   Ottoman officials and the sultan himself were keenly aware of the geopo-
litical issues involved: Japanese designs on Asian territories, Japanese unwill-
ingness to compromise on their demands for special economic privileges in 
Ottoman lands, and the ramifications of any action that would incur Russian 
hostilities were all on the minds of Ottoman statesmen during the failed nego-
tiation process. But coinciding with the Ottomans’ political savvy in this situ-
ation was their clear recognition of the power of the Japanese image and the 
weight it carried with people under their authority. Japan’s domestic reforms 
and international achievements represented the hopes of Asian peoples to 
modernize country and society, to repel Western imperialism, to maintain 
their indigenous cultures. The Ottoman state needed to elicit support from 
and to better control its population who identified with a small, indepen-
dent, East Asian nation-state, by drawing analogies between its actions or 
policies and those of Japan, but without making further sacrifices of Ottoman 
economic or political integrity. To openly refuse diplomatic overtures from 
a nation that could be a partner in resisting the West could be detrimental 
to the Ottoman state’s precarious position, as it balanced the role of Islamic 
guardian with the demands of the European powers. Would Ottoman citizens 
remain loyal to a state that would not at least attempt to ally itself with a fel-
low Eastern country in order to counter Western aggression and to protect the 
Islamic community? 

 The solution to the Ottomans’ dilemma was to pursue diplomatic nego-
tiations with the Japanese as long as it did not threaten the integrity of the 
Ottoman Empire in any way. When the Japanese insisted on Capitulatory 
privileges, or posed a security problem through their investigative missions in 
Ottoman territories, when the European powers disapproved, or if the Russian 
Empire might be pushed to retaliate militarily, Ottoman statesmen would 
draft counterproposals unacceptable to the Japanese, politely ignore Japanese 
requests, lag in their responses, postpone or suspend negotiations altogether 
as means to safeguard the Empire. Ottoman diplomacy with the Japanese may 
be seen as a failure in that ultimately no agreement was ever signed. But the 
Ottomans’ clarity of purpose in their protection of state interests should be 
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viewed as their successful maintenance of stability at home combined with an 
astute reading of the game of international politics. 

 In contrast to the realities of Ottoman-Japanese relations is the fantasy 
of Eastern solidarity as a force that would alter the destiny of Asia, a recur-
rent theme in the discourse produced on Japan. Generally speaking, this 
era marks a definite shift in identification on the part of peoples in the 
Middle East and Asia towardsa concept loosely defined as “pan-Asian ideol-
ogy” to combat Western imperialism. The degree to which people in the 
Islamic world identified with pan-Asianism can be demonstrated by explor-
ing one particular issue extensively covered in the Ottoman Turkish and 
Arabic press: the overwhelming and hopeful belief of Muslim peoples in the 
possibility of Japanese conversion to Islam. The origins of and the responses 
by Muslims to speculation and rumor about the impending conversion of 
the Japanese Emperor and/or the general population of Japan indicate a 
pervasive enthusiasm in Ottoman lands for an Asian people that would be 
allied to Muslims in faith and capable of challenging European hegemony. 
These “predictions” were disseminated by the Japanese or by individuals 
within the Ottoman Empire who had specific purposes in mind. Depending 
upon one’s situation (Egyptian nationalist under British occupation or the 
Ottoman Sultan/Islamic Caliph for example), there was both widespread 
optimism or deep fear of this potential event that would have political and 
social consequences for the Ottoman Empire should it come to fruition. 
However ludicrous the notion of Japan becoming Muslim may seem now, 
this idea found a very receptive audience in the Middle East at the turn of 
the century when an overarching pan-Asian ideology with pagan Japan as its 
champion was reconciled with Islam. If Japan were to convert, there would 
no longer be any discrepancy between identifying with the Islamic commu-
nity and with the strength of Asian modernity as represented by Japan. The 
Japanese propagated this rumor when possible to further their own political 
goals and to facilitate relations with Muslims in various countries as a pre-
lude to any future conflict with Russia. Ottoman intellectuals expectantly 
speculated on the potential for this conversion to increase the number of 
Muslims worldwide, thereby shifting the balance to challenge Western colo-
nial claims. The Ottoman state wavered between encouraging solidarity with 
Asian Japan, the trope of an anticipated Ottoman future, and discouraging 
the glorification of this more successful Eastern nation that might destabilize 
the Ottoman position as the seat of the Islamic Caliphate. 

 Each side of the bilateral relation, Ottoman and Japanese, had an agenda 
during their encounters and negotiations to establish a formal alliance with 
one another, an agenda that often shifted as their surrounding domestic and 
international environments changed. The Japanese played a significant role in 
the generation of their national image as a powerful Eastern nation-state; the 
Ottoman public consumed it and often expanded upon it. The Ottoman state 
would often mediate this imagery according to its perceptions of Japanese 
actions during the diplomatic process, and according to its political needs in 
managing a large and diverse empire. Faced with national or proto-national 
movements within the Empire, which often deployed Japanese images to 
legitimate their arguments for new forms of identity, the Ottoman state had to 
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counter and actively engage in the discourse on Japanese modernity. In order 
to accurately assess the meaning of these images of Japan appearing in the 
Ottoman and Arabic literary sources of the period, then, they must be placed 
in the context of the interaction between the Ottoman Empire and Japan. 

 Ottoman-Japanese relations can be broken down into four distinct periods, 
each of which was shaped by the larger international political environment 
and by domestic circumstances within their borders, respectively. Let me sum-
marize them here before delving into more detail. The first era consists of early 
contacts between the two countries spanning the 1870s to 1880s. Defined 
largely by Meiji Japan’s explicit desire to revise the Unequal Treaties signed 
by the former Tokugawa Shogunate with Western powers in the 1850s, this 
phase reflects Japan’s lack of Great Power status at the time, and the Japanese 
state’s self-view as a pupil in the world, searching for new knowledge and solu-
tions to its modernizing dilemmas. The Japanese approach to the Ottoman 
state was cautious, curious, and consisted mainly of gift exchanges and proc-
lamations of friendship without much self-assurance in the ability to offer 
more than that to a fellow Asian country. Nonetheless, a slow transformation 
was taking place in Japanese identity as the Japanese increasingly attempted 
to assert themselves as a worthy power by insisting on certain preconditions 
when at the negotiating table. 

 The second phase was initiated with the arrival of the Ottoman frigate 
 Ertu   ğ   rul  to Japanese waters circa 1890. This historic voyage (and its tragic end) 
provided the stimulus to more serious diplomatic efforts to establish an alli-
ance in subsequent years, as each side carefully weighed the benefits of allying 
with the other. The rescue and return of  Ertu   ğ   rul  survivors was perhaps the first 
real direct show of Japanese naval strength to the Ottomans; after their vic-
tory in the Sino-Japanese War in 1895 and the eventual renegotiation of the 
Unequal Treaties, Meiji Japan’s standing in the world changed dramatically. 
The Ottomans were undoubtedly impressed. For the Japanese, the Ottomans 
were often a more trustworthy partner than Europeans or Russians, and they 
had one foot in Europe and the other in Asia; repeated professions of friend-
ship by the Japanese with the Ottoman Empire may have uttered to conceal 
their strategic motives, but the Ottomans were not fooled by this. 

 The Russo-Japanese War in 1904–1905 marks the third era in which a 
thoroughly modernized Japan has acquired Great Power status and inspired 
pan-Asian sentiments among non-Europeans. Just prior to this, the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance of 1902 firmly established Japan as a player in international 
politics. They were by now a colonial, imperial military power to be reckoned 
with and that encouraged Ottoman interest in diplomacy just as it generated 
European unease. Japan’s sponsoring of a conference of religions in Tokyo in 
1906 fueled Muslim optimism for Japanese conversion to Islam just as it trig-
gered further animosity and distrust on the part of the West. 

 The final phase in Ottoman-Japanese relations was defined by a revolution-
ary Young Turk regime in the Ottoman Empire after 1908, which gained a 
newfound self-confidence in its decision making and diplomacy. Seeing them-
selves as a ruling oligarchy in charge of a constitutional state, not unlike the 
idealized Meiji cabal, the Young Turk leadership remained unwilling to sacri-
fice the interests of the Empire in order to gain an alliance with Japan. As a last 
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resort at diplomacy, they suggested a treaty that would consist of an exchange 
of embassies and consulates only, in order to avoid the issue of extending 
Capitulatory privileges to Japan. The Japanese approached the Ottomans as 
one of several regions of Asia to be investigated for strategic purposes, and, 
now perceiving themselves in a position of superiority, Japan again insisted 
upon conditions for an alliance that were unreasonable. Both sides remained 
uncompromising in their demands; no treaty was ever signed. But through-
out this process, both sides continued to demonstrate rituals of “diplomatic 
civility”—gifts, medals, and other niceties were exchanged between the two 
powers as a show of their status as modern states deserving of Great Power 
recognition. After 1910, the Japanese seem to have lost interest altogether 
in forging an official treaty with the Ottoman Empire, perhaps due to their 
increasing involvement in their own colonial endeavors in the Far East.  

  Early Contacts between the Ottomans and the Japanese 

 One of the earliest Japanese missions to the Ottoman Empire was dispatched 
to Constantinople and Egypt to investigate the Mixed Court Systems there. 
Fukuchi Gen-ichir ō , the interpreter for the Iwakura Mission of 1871–1873 
that had traveled to the United States and Europe, arrived in Constantinople 
in 1873 to analyze Ottoman practice concerning court cases between locals 
and foreign citizens. The Japanese were interested in renegotiating the 1858 
Unequal Treaties signed by the Shogunate with Western powers and hoped 
to find a temporary solution to their difficulties by adopting a legal system 
resembling the Ottoman one. Apparently in Constantinople he was denied 
access to the texts of Ottoman laws, but a former diplomatic acquaintance, 
the Russian ambassador Nikolai Ignatchev, was coincidentally in the Ottoman 
capital at the time, and suggested Fukuchi examine the Egyptian Mixed Court  
proposal instead. N ū b ā r Pa ş a, the Khedival foreign minister and architect of 
this legal proposal (drafted in 1869), was also in Constantinople to negotiate 
court reform with the Ottomans and the European Powers (ratified in 1875), 
and so Fukuchi had a meeting with him. The Japanese official stayed thir-
teen days, then traveled further to Palestine and Egypt, where he remained 
for eight days before returning to Japan. Fukuchi submitted a detailed report 
to the Foreign Ministry upon his return in which he recorded his observations 
and conclusions regarding the Egyptian court system.  4   In his report Fukuchi 
suggested that Japan adopt a similar Mixed Court  system, with a few revisions, 
in order to safeguard the rights of the Japanese people while Japan expanded 
its foreign trade. A more permanent juridical solution could be arrived at later, 
but this would be an important first step toward gaining legal equality with 
the Great Powers. 

 Around 1875 British statesmen were encouraging then Ottoman Grand 
Vezir, Midhat Pa ş a, to establish an alliance with both Bismarck’s Germany and 
with Japan in order to counter Russian expansion, but he was too involved 
in instituting the Ottoman Constitution of 1876 to achieve any results.  5   At 
the same time, the Japanese foreign minister Terashima Munenori and Prime 
Minister Sanjo Sanetomi started considering the benefits of establishing dip-
lomatic ties with the Turks, “from whom we can learn much, since they, as a 
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 non-Christian, non-Western nation who resemble the Japanese, have diplo-
matic ties with the Europeans.”  6   Munenori sent a letter to the Japanese ambas-
sador to Britain Ueno instructing him to discreetly approach the Ottoman 
ambassador to London about the enactment of an “agreement of friendship” 
between the two countries.  7   

 The Japanese dispatched J. R. Davidson, British legal advisor for Japan’s 
Ministry of Technology and Industry, to Egypt in 1877 to further investi-
gate the Mixed Court System there. Still trying to determine a solution to 
their Unequal Treaties a decade later, in the winter of 1886–1887, Hasegawa 
Takeshi was sent by the Japanese government to Egypt from Europe during 
the International Conference for the Compilation of Commercial Codes to 
conduct an on-the-spot investigation of the legal system. He stayed a couple 
weeks, interviewed Egyptian minister N ū b ā r Pa ş a, and submitted a detailed 
report in which he argued against Japan adopting a similar legal code.  8   

 A year or so after the Japanese battleship  Seiki  was allowed by the Sublime 
Porte to dock in Constantinople in 1878 as part of a naval training exercise,  9   
the Yoshida Masaharu Mission of 1880–1881 was dispatched to Persia and the 
Ottoman Empire to investigate opening trade relations.  10   The Ottoman consul 
general in the Caucasus reported in 1881 on Yoshida’s arrival in Tiflis(T ̔ blisi), 
the attention paid by the Persian authorities to it, and the mission’s essen-
tially commercial character there.  11   A memo from the Japanese foreign minis-
ter introducing the Yoshida Masaharu Mission as it was about to reach Persia 
explained that Yoshida sought an audience with the Ottoman Sultan in order 
to convey the Japanese government’s gratitude for the warm reception and 
the medals given to the  Seiki  crew. The communiqu é  also requested informa-
tion about Ottoman agricultural and manufactured products, commerce, and 
other related issues.  12   However Yoshida was explicitly instructed not to con-
clude any official trade agreement.  13   In Yoshida’s closing remarks appended to 
his report, he indicated that the true motive of this investigation was Japanese 
interest in power politics and rivalries between Great Britain and Russia that 
were often played out within or between the Ottoman and Persian empires. 
Clearly Japan’s intent was not simply to establish a trade agreement at this 
time, but to make preparations for when  

   . . . the political situation in Central Asia will be extended to the Far 
East. Once the dissensions between Russia and China explode, it will 
be impossible for us to keep the rushing water from flowing over a low 
embankment. One man’s fault is another man’s lesson.  14     

 Japan was already feeling the threat of Russian expansion southward. The 
Yoshida Mission in fact spent a lot of time inspecting the Persian and Ottoman 
border areas with Russia in anticipation of a future conflict with Russia over 
control of the Korean Peninsula. 

 Yoshida had an audience with Sultan Abd ü lhamid II on March 12, 1881, in 
which he was careful not to extend more than Japan’s gratitude for Ottoman 
cordiality shown to the Japanese naval officers of the year before.  15   The Sultan, 
according to Japanese accounts, expressed a sincere interest in developing 
trade and communications between the countries and to this end was said 
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to have ordered Grand Vezir Mehmet Said Pa ş a and Foreign Minister  Â s ı m 
Pa ş a to assist.  16   Letters of gratitude were exchanged between  Â s ı m Pa ş a and 
Japanese minister of foreign affairs, Inoue Kaoru.  17   Ottoman Turkish sources 
indicate a more cautious attitude on the part of the Sultan toward Japan: after 
discussing the individuals responsible for Japan’s progress and modernization 
and how they accomplished this feat, the Japanese delegation suggested to 
Grand Vezir Said Pa ş a that “if our government were to establish a political and 
commercial agreement with your government, it would be beneficial for both 
sides.”  18   Said Pa ş a was said to have wanted to answer, “Our Sultan desires this 
very much; let us enter into an agreement immediately,” but as per the clear 
directive of Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, he could not. Abd ü lhamid II was very inter-
ested in reaching out to the Muslims of Central and East Asia through friend-
ship with Japan, but Said Pa ş a recalled that the Sultan was also quite against 
arousing the suspicion of the Russian Czar, who might retaliate with a sudden 
military strike if the Ottomans were to forge an alliance with the Japanese.  19   
The Grand Vezir instead simply concurred with the Japanese representatives, 
proposing that after they return to Japan, they should meet with the appropri-
ate personnel and explain the benefits of a trade agreement between the two. 
The exchange was merely the expression of aspirations and nothing conclu-
sive; the Sultan’s hospitality and the Grand Vezir’s words and actions suppos-
edly convinced the Japanese of their need to pursue this relationship.  20   Both 
parties were already operating on the basis of larger geopolitical concerns that 
precluded straightforward communication. 

 Yoshida submitted a report to the Japanese envoy in St. Petersburg, 
Yanagihara Yoshimitsu, who then presented an inquiry into judiciary, leg-
islative, administrative, taxation, and commercial systems in the Empire 
to Ottoman ambassador to St. Petersburg,  Ş  â kir Pa ş a.  21   This questionnaire 
clearly demonstrated Japanese interest in how the Ottoman Empire extended 
Capitulatory privileges. Minister Yanagihara’s view, which he conveyed to his 
government, was that official and private circles in Ottoman Turkey desired 
a trade agreement and that it would be appropriate for the Japanese govern-
ment to reciprocate this desire; he outlined the steps involved in the negotia-
tion of such an agreement.  22   In March 1881, Ottoman foreign minister  Â s ı m 
Pa ş a summoned Yoshida to inform him that by order of the Grand Vezir he 
had sent instructions to St. Petersburg ambassador  Ş  â kir Pa ş a to prepare a 
friendship and trade agreement between the Japanese and the Ottomans. In 
an imperial decree signed by Grand Vezir Said Pa ş a, the Sublime Porte agreed 
to the idea of a bilateral commercial treaty in principle, recognizing that the 
Japanese planned to send their St. Petersburg emissaries to Constantinople to 
negotiate the necessary arrangements.  23   According to the edict, the Japanese 
mission had expressed clearly its aversion to any mediation on the part of the 
British or any other foreign ambassador in Constantinople. The delegation 
requested to be received without intermediary and to be informed directly 
about permission to continue on their journey afterward.  24   Soon after, another 
edict signed by  Â s ı m Pa ş a mentioned his summons of the Japanese officials 
to debate and clarify their wish for a commercial treaty.  25   The Ottoman state 
stopped short of consenting to a treaty but promised that officials would 
conduct an investigation of the matter; the Japanese expressed gratitude and 
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spoke of investing either a special official or the Japanese ambassador in St. 
Petersburg with the authority to negotiate an agreement. 

 Grand Vezir Said Pa ş a recalled in his memoirs that the Japanese government 
submitted a proposal for a treaty to Ottoman ambassador  Ş  â kir Pa ş a in St. 
Petersburg in May 1881 in which it suggested starting negotiations in a loca-
tion the Ottomans would prefer. Said Pa ş a was convinced of the commercial 
benefit of making an agreement while the Japanese were still in the process 
of modernizing their country. He communicated that negotiations could take 
place between the two envoys in St. Petersburg, with disagreements in terms 
to be worked out by the Grand Vezir and his Japanese equivalent, with a final 
approval by the Sultan.  26   But the first difficulty arose when it was noticed that 
the Japanese assumed they would be granted “most favored nation status.”  27   
Said Pa ş a felt it would not necessarily be an obstacle in a commercial sense, 
but that legally, the Ottomans would be at a disadvantage. While Japanese 
citizens residing in Ottoman lands would be subject to Consular Court  juris-
diction due to established Capitulatory practice, the few Ottoman citizens 
resident in Japan would fall under local Japanese jurisdiction. He suggested an 
amendment to the proposal stipulating that international law would govern 
Japanese citizens in Ottoman territories. He departed from office soon after, 
but Said Pa ş a returned as Grand Vezir several times and continued his involve-
ment in the Ottoman-Japanese negotiating process when in office. 

 Interestingly, commercial privilege was not considered as important as 
legal-political extraterritoriality according to the Ottoman position. The defi-
nition of “modern civilization” in the world at this time was based in large 
part on the ability of a nation to protect the civil and legal rights of its citi-
zens, and to protect their personal property. The Ottomans seemed willing to 
concede economic Capitulatory privilege to the Japanese, and were prepared 
to allow them to function under some form of international law.  28   But the 
Ottoman government wanted to establish a new precedent by which to rene-
gotiate with the Europeans in order to ultimately abolish the long-standing 
legal Capitulations. The Japanese, themselves still in the process of renego-
tiating their own Unequal Treaties with the European Powers, intended to 
present themselves as a power deserving the same concessions.  29   They needed 
to prove themselves through diplomatic agreements. They did not appear to 
consider the Ottomans as equals, but as a lesser Asian country, on par with 
China, which had already accepted a political-commercial agreement that 
granted Japan favored-nation status. The negotiations flagged.  30   Over the 
next several years, exchanges of imperial medals and other gifts were the only 
signs of contact between the two powers, to increase “friendly relations.”  31   

 The Sublime Porte observed in 1886 that General Count Kuroda Kiyotaka, 
the Meiji Emperor’s personal advisor, was traveling in Russia with several 
other Japanese dignitaries. The Ottomans, keenly aware of the Japanese mis-
sion’s intention to “inspect civil and military administrative procedures in 
Siberia,” took note of their visit with the Russian Emperor and Empress and 
their plan to spend several days in Constantinople before continuing on to 
America via Athens, Rome, Vienna, Berlin, Paris, and London.  32   Upon enter-
ing Ottoman territory via St. Petersburg, Kuroda’s party was to be shown lax-
ity at customs and granted exemptions as per the instructions of the Ottoman 
foreign minister and Grand Vezir, with the Ottoman minister in St. Petersburg 
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reminding them the same treatment had been accorded to Japanese officials 
years before.  33   Around the same year Japanese minister of commerce and agri-
culture, General Viscount Tani, and his entourage requested permission to 
enter Constantinople via the petition of the Japanese Charg é s d’Affaires to the 
Ottoman embassy in Vienna.  34   

 The year 1887 saw the first visit by a member of the Japanese royal family 
to Constantinople. The Mikad ō  ’ s uncle, Prince (Marshal) Komatsu Akihito, 
launched an association between the sovereigns.  35   Prince and Princess 
Komatsu stopped in Constantinople after a sojourn in Europe where they had 
toured European capitals and observed military maneuvers for almost a year. 
They were warmly received by Sultan Abd ü lhamid II.  36   During the Prince and 
Princess’ audience with the Sultan, they discussed the international situation, 
the focus of their attention being on their shared dilemma: how to contain 
Russian expansion. The Prince delivered a letter purported to be from the 
Meiji Emperor himself to the Sultan in which the Emperor voiced his desire to 
cultivate friendship and trade between the nations.  37   After the Prince’s return, 
a letter of thanks for the sincere hospitality shown the Japanese visitors and 
medals for Ottoman statesmen including Grand Vezir K â mil Pa ş a were sent to 
the capital,  38   as was a request by the Japanese government for the Ottoman 
Sultan to confer a medal of the appropriate degree upon the Emperor, to cul-
tivate “ . . . friendly relations between the Imperial Ottoman House and our 
Imperial family.”  39   The Ottoman government fulfilled the request in 1889 
when an official was dispatched to Japan to deliver the award; Osman Bey, 
commander of the frigate  Ertu   ğ   rul , was eventually charged with delivering the 
medal to the Emperor.  40    

  The  Ertu   ğ   rul  Incident and Repercussions 

 Sultan Abd ü lhamid II had wanted to send an Ottoman ship to Japan for some 
time, but had been concerned whether this gesture would create a negative 
reaction among the European Powers and Russia.  41   A reciprocation of Prince 
Komatsu’s visit, however, would provide the perfect opportunity to cultivate 
this potentially beneficial relationship with the nation on Russia’s Eastern 
shores without arousing too much suspicion in Europe. This voyage could also 
serve as the Ottoman Sultan’s pan-Islamic gesture to Muslims in Asia, in his 
capacity as Caliph. The Sultan, his Grand Vezir K â mil Pa ş a, and Naval Minister 
Hasan H ü sn ü  Pa ş a decided to send the Ottoman frigate  Ertu   ğ   rul  to Japan in 
1889 as a training exercise for some recent graduates of the Naval Academy.  42   

 The  Ertu   ğ   rul ’s voyage to Japan has been explored in depth elsewhere,  43   
but a few aspects of the  Ertu   ğ   rul ’s ill-fated journey will be summarized here: 
first, on July 14, 1889, after ceremonies were held, the  Ertu   ğ   rul  departed 
from Constantinople, under the command of Miralay (soon admiral) Osm â n 
Pa ş a  44   and S ü v â ri Ali Bey and with a crew of 609 (or 612, the sources vary).  45   
The ship’s ports of call on the way to Japan were to be Marmaris, Port Said, 
Suez, Jedda, Aden, Bombay, Columbo, Trinkomali, Madras, Calcutta, Penang, 
Malakka, Singapore, Saigon, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Nagasaki and Yokohama; 
it was estimated to take six months to go there and back.  46   As a kind of fore-
shadowing the trouble that was to come, about two weeks into the journey, 
the  Ertu   ğ   rul  encountered intense winds and strong currents in the Suez Canal, 
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running aground on a sandbar and then breaking its rudder and sternpost.  47   
The ship and crew were forced to remain in Egypt for two months until repairs 
were completed and the  Ertu   ğ   rul  could resume its expedition.  48   The  Ertu   ğ   rul  
again set sail on September 23, 1889, stopped off and visited with Muslim 
leaders at its calls to port as acts of pan-Islamic solidarity, reaching Singapore 
on November 15, 1889. 

 While the  Ertu   ğ   rul  anchored there for about four months after losing a 
mast, a debate ensued among the Ottoman government officers about aban-
doning the voyage and sending the letter and gifts for the Japanese Emperor 
aboard a European postal steamboat instead.  49   The weather in these seas was 
too unpredictable to rely on sailpower, yet the Ottomans had no money in 
the budget for additional coal costs for the  Ertu   ğ   rul . Osm â n Pa ş a had even 
communicated to the Naval Ministry from Singapore his concern about hit-
ting typhoon season on the return trip, suggesting that the ship wait out 
the weather at ports in China or Japan and then sail back after October, a 
plan that would cost the Ottoman government more money. An Ottoman 
warship flying the crescent and star that could dock at additional ports in 
Asia appealed to the Sultan’s desire to leave a pan-Islamic impression there 
however, and so, on March 22, 1890, the  Ertu   ğ   rul  left Singapore.  50   The need 
to replenish the insufficient coal supply and adverse weather conditions con-
tinued to delay the  Ertu   ğ   rul  for about a month in Saigon, for a week in Hong 
Kong, and for several weeks in Nagasaki and Kobe. The ship and its crew 
finally reached the port of Yokohama on June 7, 1890, eleven months after 
departing from Constantinople. 

 The  Ertu   ğ   rul  was received with ceremony by Imperial Household Secretary 
Sannomiya and Master-of-Ceremonies Niwa in Yokohama.  51   Few seamen were 
allowed off the ship, but Admiral Osm â n Pa ş a and Lt. Re ş  â t Bey were escorted 
to Yokohama by steamer before catching a train to Tokyo. They were treated 
as “a guest of the Court,” with carriages taking them to the Rokumeikan; at 
the Imperial Palace in Tokyo they delivered the Sultan’s correspondence, gifts, 
and a medal for the Mikad ō  during a state dinner and audience with the Meiji 
Emperor and Empress on June 13.  52   Osm â n Pa ş a spent about a month tour-
ing and making official visits to members of the Japanese royal family and 
to statesmen. The language of both Osm â n Pa ş a and the Japanese in their 
addresses to one another during meetings continued to be that of careful 
expressions of friendship.  53   

 The  Ertu   ğ   rul  remained anchored in Yokohama until September 15, 1890, 
when, despite warnings of foul weather by the Japanese navy, the ship 
departed on its journey home.  54   On September 16, the  Ertu   ğ   rul  sank off the 
coast of  Ō shima in a typhoon that killed all but 69 of its crew.  55   The survivors 
reported that intense winds and rough seas broke their navigational controls, 
then the boilers exploded, and the  Ertu   ğ   rul  finally foundered on the rocks, 
breaking in two and sinking in 5–6 minutes. Those who reached the shore 
found the  Ō shima (Kashinozaki) Lighthouse and managed to communicate 
in English and maritime gestures what had happened.  56   Japanese Foreign 
Minister Count Aoki immediately sent a telegraph to the Ottoman govern-
ment expressing his condolences, as did the Imperial Palace Minister on behalf 
of the Japanese Emperor and Empress.  57   The Japanese Naval Ministry and local 
authorities conducted a salvage operation to retrieve submerged equipment, 
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also recovering 280 bodies that were later interred on  Ō shima Island.  58   The 
survivors were taken to Kobe by the German battleship  Wolf .  59   The Russian 
envoy in Tokyo offered to transport the survivors free of charge from Nagasaki 
to St. Petersburg aboard a commercial steamer from their Vladivostok volun-
teer fleet, but after it was “rendered inconvenient” by Russia, Count Aoki then 
offered to return the survivors to Constantinople directly.  60   

 Several Japanese newspapers encouraged the local population’s sympathy for 
the stranded Turkish seamen. They took up collections for them and for the fam-
ilies of the shipwreck victims, to be sent with the survivors back to the Ottoman 
Empire aboard two Japanese warships, the  Kongo  and the  Hiei .  61   A monument 
to commemorate the drowned Ottoman seamen was erected in  Ō shima, near 
the coastal site where the  Ertu   ğ   rul  sank, and Shinto burial ceremonies were con-
ducted by the local Japanese authorities on March 7, 1891 (see  figure 4.1 ).  62   In 
late May, the Sultan conferred Ottoman medals upon many of the Japanese who 
rendered assistance during the  Ertu   ğ   rul  incident.  63   Several Japanese, including 
a young businessman named Yamada Torajir ō , forwarded a letter to Ottoman 
foreign affairs minister, Said Pa ş a, expressing Japan’s sincere sympathy for the 
catastrophe that took the life of Osm â n Pa ş a, who conveyed friendship on behalf 
of the Sultan and thus caused “great joy throughout our country.”  64   His words 
reflect Japan’s perceptions of the Ottoman Empire and of the Asian continent in 
1890, suggesting future Japanese policy toward the region:      

 If we compare the continent of Asia to the several other kingdoms of the 
world, we shall find out that the kingdoms of Asia are the most ancient, 
it is the largest of the four quarters of the globe, the disposition of its 

 Figure 4.1      Shinto priest conducting services at the memorial in  Ō shima. 
Courtesy of Istanbul University Rare Works of Art Library.  
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people are mild. They are renowned for their literature and military art, 
and they were the first inhabitants of the world. 

 The fortunes and conditions of Asia have changed since the middle ages. 
Annam has been overrun and its monarchy overthrown within the last 
few years. Persia, Afghanistan, Siam, Corea [ sic ], etc. are reduced and 
their ancient greatness disappeared; and now Turkey, Japan and China 
are the only three independent kingdoms which compare in power to 
the several other kingdoms of the civilized world, but we greatly feel 
dissatisfaction on account of the non-existence of a communication 
between each other. 

 Turkey has been the first to send an ambassador to our country to cement 
a friendship which we trust will continue to all eternity and insure the 
return of the former great influence and power of Asia.  65     

 The individuals who drafted this letter expressed their desire to cultivate a 
sense of pan-Asian solidarity among the surviving members of a superior 
Eastern civilization. It was a plea appealing to Ottoman sensitivities toward 
earlier cultural achievements and thus an attempt to link the concrete process 
of Japanese-Ottoman diplomacy to the more abstract goal of reasserting Asian 
pride in the face of Western imperialism. 

 Returning the surviving crew members to Ottoman lands proved to be illus-
trative of the kind of complicated negotiations between the Porte and Japan 
that plagued their every move, due to each side’s concern for appearances and 
the desire to demonstrate imperial power. The Japanese warships  Kongo  and 
 Hiei  departed from Kobe with the survivors and set sail for Constantinople on 
October 11.  66   Their mission appeared to have triggered anxiety among Ottoman 
officials and the Sultan. Concerned about the potential international and domes-
tic side-effects of such a visit, they wanted neither a public display of Ottoman 
affinity for Russia’s emerging rival in East Asia, nor a reminder to its subjects 
and to the world of Ottoman naval blunders. Ottoman concern stemmed in 
part from a possible objection by “some other states” to allowing warships to 
enter the Dardanelles.  67   In addition, the Sultan had supposedly received  jurnal-
ler  (informants’ reports) claiming that if the Ottoman sailors were to be returned 
to Constantinople aboard Japanese warships, it would have negative connota-
tions among the the Ottoman people. Both the Palace and the Sublime Porte 
intimated that “it would never be suitable for the surviving crew to be brought 
back by the Japanese warships,” so an imperial edict pronounced it as  

   . . . categorically unacceptable to allow the Japanese to transport 
them,  it being evident what large-scale reaction it would cause  (emphasis 
mine) . . . so that permission for the afore-mentioned warships to enter 
the Dardanelles shall never be granted.  68     

 Those survivors who had regained their health or were not seriously injured 
were to disembark from the Japanese ships in Suez and be transported to 
Constantinople aboard postal steamships. Grand Vezir K â mil Pa ş a recom-
mended a small steamer bring the  Ertu   ğ   rul  crew to Constantinople that would 
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arrive after sunset in order that they return to their homes quietly, without draw-
ing too much attention.  69   The Sultan dispatched Naval Captain R ı za Bey on a 
steamship to Port Said to intercept the Japanese naval officers and to debrief 
the survivors.  70   When Captain Tanaka, the Japanese officer, raised an objection 
to the change of itinerary, stating the Japanese Emperor had given him explicit 
instructions to deposit the survivors safely in Constantinople, a suitable excuse 
was concocted: due to cholera outbreaks in Japan and India, the survivors had to 
be quarantined in a particular area near Constantinople and the Japanese ships 
should sail to Izmir and await the Sultan’s orders there. Captain Tanaka, not 
wanting to create a rift in the Ottoman-Japanese friendship, obeyed those orders 
and sailed to Izmir after the survivors were unloaded onto the steamship.  71   

 The Ottomans did not want to cause a negative impression by appearing 
ungrateful for the Japanese Emperor’s show of respect for the Sultan. The 
Emperor had manifested his good will by charging the ships with returning 
the wreck victims to Constantinople, and it would be inappropriate not to 
treat the Japanese carrying out this duty with the honor and respect they 
deserved. To avoid this, it was decided that the Japanese frigates were to sail on 
and remain in Be ş ike (a port south of the Dardanelles entrance that was pro-
tected from winds by Bozcaada) while the Japanese officers accompanied the 
survivors to the capital.  72   The  Kongo  and  Hiei  were eventually granted authori-
zation to pass through the Dardanelles. In  Ç anakkale the Japanese ships were 
officially greeted, ceremonies were held, and the Japanese commandant and a 
few officers were invited by the Sultan’s order to stay in Dolmabah ç e Palace.  73   
The Japanese must have pressed the Ottomans to go further, for the ships 
anchored in the Bosphorus in front of Dolmabah ç e Palace January 2, 1891, 

 Figure 4.2      Ottoman and Japanese naval officers dine together. Courtesy of 
Istanbul University Rare Works of Art Library.  
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where they were received with great enthusiasm by the Ottoman populace. 
They carried greetings, gifts, and a letter from the Meiji Emperor that was 
given to Sultan Abd ü lhamid II; he bestowed medals upon the Japanese naval 
officers.  74   They stayed forty days in Constantinople (see  figure 4.2 ).      

 The Sultan’s initial hesitation to show too much encouragement for the 
Japanese warships in Constantinople subsided as curiosity mounted. Although 
“not pleased at all by the people’s contact with and especially their enthusi-
asm for all foreign ships,” Abd ü lhamid II “decided to permit [public support] 
for several days out of respect for the Mikad ō .”  75   In a report to the Palace a 
month after the survivors were returned to Constantinople, the Beyo ğ lu gov-
ernor suggested that action be taken to seize pictures of the drowned  Ertu   ğ   rul  
crew that were being passed around and that a prohibition be enforced against 
them because their distribution “ . . . would intensify sadness and mourning if 
seen by the relatives of those drowned.”  76   Nonetheless, the Sultan recognized 
a potential political benefit in the  Ertu   ğ   rul  tragedy despite this naval embar-
rassment for the Ottoman Empire:

  Sultan Hamit seemed quite pleased that he had been able to achieve the 
friendship with Japan that he had long since established in his imagi-
nation . . . he decided to extend the limits of what was allowable in the 
face of this sincere display . . . and [permitted] a delegation of the Turkish 
press to go to the Japanese ships.  77     

 Once aboard, the reporters met Japanese officers and one civilian: the journal-
ist Noda Sh ō tar ō  from Tokyo’s  Ji-Ji Shimbun  who had covered the  Ertu   ğ   rul ’s 
voyage in Japan.  78   Noda would later settle in Constantinople, convert to Islam 
(“  ʿ Abd ü l-Halim Noda Efendi”), and, by order of the Sultan, was given a post 
in the Ottoman War Academy, where he drew a salary and taught Japanese to 
some Ottoman officers.  79   After their meeting with the Japanese sailors and a 
tour of the ship, the Ottoman contingent returned ashore, where a Palace aide 
awaited by them. They were escorted directly to Y ı ld ı z Palace where they were 
instructed by Ba ş mabeyinci Osman Bey to each submit independent reports 
concerning what they saw and heard.  80   The Sultan even commissioned a local 
photographer to take pictures of the interior and exterior of the Japanese war-
ships for photo albums.  81   The Japanese were instructed to request any supplies 
they required while residing at Dolmabah ç e Palace and guildsmen in the cov-
ered bazaar either gave goods to the Japanese seamen who wandered the mar-
kets, or else shopkeepers were paid out of the Sultan’s purse ( Hazine-yi Hassa ) 
by a guide.  82   The Japanese created quite a stir among the Constantinople pop-
ulation.  83   Sultan Abd ü lhamid II gave them gifts, medals, and a letter for the 
Japanese Emperor before their departure. 

 The Japanese soon contemplated reopening negotiations with the Ottomans 
regarding a commercial agreement. Japanese papers reported in October 1890 
that  

  The  Kongo  and  Hiei ’s departure to Constantinople had caused . . . the 
time to come for the Japanese to establish a trade relationship with the 
Ottoman State . . . if Japanese traders had made an application to the gov-
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ernment, it would have been accepted and they would have been given 
permission to enter Istanbul on these same ships.  84     

 Japanese businessman Yamada Torajir ō  served as the liaison between Japan 
and the Ottoman Empire, restarting official negotiations.  85   Yamada, well edu-
cated and well connected among the elite of Tokyo, set out for Constantinople 
in 1892 with funds he collected in Japan for the families of the  Ertu   ğ   rul  vic-
tims. Enlisted by Japanese foreign minister, Count Aoki Sh ū z ō , to assist in 
forging a formal agreement between Japan and the Ottomans, Yamada carried 
letters of introduction from high-level individuals in Tokyo society.  86   After 
reaching Port Said in March 1892, Yamada attended a dinner on March 17 at 
the private residence of Egyptian prime minister Abd ü lkadir Pa ş a, bearing an 
introduction from an Ottoman Bank representative in Egypt, Anton Surur î  
Bey.  87   According to Yamada’s recollection, the Egyptians expressed their 
admiration for Japanese reforms while he elucidated Japan’s historical claims 
to Korea.  88   He arrived in Constantinople in April 1892, presented his papers 
to the Ottoman Foreign Ministry, and later that day presented the funds to 
Foreign Minister Said Pa ş a himself, dining with him in his private residence. 
During Yamada’s first audience with Abd ü lhamid II, he presented the Sultan 
with his family heirlooms: a samurai armor, a sword, and a helmet.  89   Yamada 
spent the next twenty years of his life in Constantinople where he established 
a close relationship with the Sultan and Palace. This sojourn began with his 
second trip to Constantinople around 1894, at which time he presented a let-
ter from Minister Makamiya of the Japanese Commercial-Industrial Bureau in 
the Department of Agriculture and Commerce, to Ottoman Foreign Minister 
Said Pa ş a which stated Yamada “longed to establish [a] mercantile relationship 
with Turkey [and] is intending to go there again to transact some business for 
that purpose; we hope you will kindly assist him to effect his desires.”  90   He and 
his fellow countryman Nakamura Eijir ō  opened two stores in Constantinople 
where they sold Japanese goods.  91   

 Yamada also operated as a kind of “unofficial consul” who assisted 
Japanese travelers in the Empire, and frequently traveled between 
Constantinople and Tokyo to deliver gifts to the sovereigns or to mediate 
correspondence between the governments concerning the establishment 
of a formal alliance.  92   In 1894 Rear-Admiral Tanaka of Japan sent a let-
ter to Foreign Minister Said Pa ş a expressing his gratitude for the sympa-
thetic and favorable treatment accorded not just to Yamada individually 
but also for the friendship existent between the two nations; he contin-
ued by subtly requesting that “Your Excellency continue to bestow Your 
aid and protection to Mr. Yamada.”  93   Although personally and financially 
motivated to see the relationship between Japan and the Ottoman Empire 
develop, Yamada was conducting strategic state business for the Japanese 
in Constantinople, a fact that would become more clear with the onset 
of the Russo-Japanese War in 1904: besides providing an interested Sultan 
Abd ü lhamid II with information regarding the 1904–1905 conflict, Yamada 
observed the movements of the Russian Black Sea fleet as it passed through 
the Bosphorus Straits and into the Mediterranean, as per the instructions of 
Japanese ambassador to Vienna, Makino.  94   The Japanese state was clear in 
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its strategic objectives concerning friendship with the Ottomans by 1905; 
Yamada certainly must have been pleased with the public Ottoman sym-
pathy and support for his nation’s war victories. The Ottoman state, how-
ever, was privately very watchful of him and his business partner’s wartime 
political activities.  95   Yamada returned to Japan with the outbreak of the 
First World War and was not to visit Istanbul again until the 1930s. 

 The same year as Yamada’s initial entry into Constantinople (1892) and his 
presentation of gifts to the Sultan, the Islamic reformer Jam ā l ad-D ī n al-Afgh ā n ī  
was in Constantinople. The Sultan had been contemplating expanding the 
parameters of the relationship with Japan to include a spiritual connection, as 
al-Afgh ā n ī  ’ s memoirs indicate:

  Sultan Abd ü lhamid, when he wanted to dispatch a mission of Istanbul 
ulema to spread Islam in Japan according to the request of its Emperor, 
Jam ā l ad-D ī n advised him not to agree to it . . . he said to the Sultan: “If 
the ulema drive Muslims away from Islam, is it not the case that they 
would repel the infidels [potential Japanese converts]? I think it would 
be in your interest to send gifts to the Emperor with a letter in which 
you promise to comply with his request. Then we will strive to train a 
number of ulema that will be appropriate for missionary work and who 
will enter into it with good judgement.”  96     

 Sources do not indicate whether this letter was ever sent nor if and when a 
delegation of Ottoman ulema ever reached Japan.  97   But though Abd ü lhamid 
II was distrustful at times of the Japanese, this skepticism was tempered by 
his policy of pan-Islamism. The desire to see the Japanese become Muslim 
brothers and thus unite Asia in faith was a desire that would increasingly 
be expressed by the Ottoman and Arabic press of the time, particularly after 
the Russo-Japanese War.  98   Both pan-Islamists and Japanese operatives in Asia 
encouraged this unrealistic hope. 

 The Japanese assumed Yamada’s reception was a green light for reopening 
treaty negotiations. Count Aoki Sh ū z ō , now Japanese ambassador in Berlin, 
appealed to Foreign Minister Inamoto for permission to visit to Constantinople 
in order to examine Ottoman efforts in lifting the Capitulations and to rekin-
dle dialogue with the Ottomans. The Ottoman Embassy in Berlin and the 
Foreign Ministry were led to believe that Aoki’s primary reason for visiting the 
Ottoman capital was to personally thank the Sultan for the medal that was 
bestowed upon him while he served in the Japanese Foreign Ministry, and to 
present the Sultan with a Japanese sword.  99   Aoki arrived in Constantinople in 
May 1893 and had an audience with the Sultan. This meeting was recorded 
in a report submitted to Tokyo by Aoki. According to him, the Sultan had 
expected Aoki’s visit to be one in which he had been vested with the authority 
to sign an official agreement with the Ottomans. The Sultan was somewhat 
disappointed with Aoki’s inability to conclude an immediate alliance. Aoki, 
whose diplomatic acumen made him careful to act within the bounds of inter-
national law and Great Power politics, expressed regret to Abd ü lhamid II that 
despite “ . . . the present level of world communications, that at the turn of the 
nineteenth century one great power not recognize another great power and 
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they remain without diplomatic relations based on a treaty,” but Japan had 
just initiated its own negotiations with the European Powers to amend its 
treaties and therefore “unless issues of commerce and navigation were regu-
lated between Japan and Turkey, diplomatic relations would not be estab-
lished . . . [though] a treaty of the simplest form [could] be ventured into as a 
means to satisfy the real need.”  100   The Sultan responded favorably, suggest-
ing Aoki and the Ottoman Foreign Minister communicate secretly after the 
Japanese government approved the procedure. The Ottoman cabinet would 
review the treaty proposal before its signature by both parties. 

 In a subsequent meeting with the Ottoman foreign minister, Count Aoki 
again alluded to establishing a commercial alliance between the two nations 
as a means to consolidate and strengthen the governments’ amicable relation-
ship.  101   He hoped the Ottoman administration would consent so that a draft 
treaty could be drawn up that would be expanded upon as necessary. After 
returning to Berlin, Aoki committed himself to obtaining official authoriza-
tion from his government to negotiate an agreement with the Ottomans; the 
Sublime Porte reserved the right to amend any proposal if necessary.  102   Aoki 
emphasized in his report to the Japanese government that they should not 
reject the Ottoman offer.  103   

 The Japanese cabinet discussed Aoki’s report and issued “The Joint 
Communiqu é  of the Turkish and Japanese Empires” in December 1893.  104   
This draft suggested conditions intended to lead to an eventual diplomatic 
agreement. First, the ratification of a treaty was deemed necessary by both 
sovereigns in order to preserve the friendship of the two nations and to pave 
the way for commercial relations. Second, it outlined procedures for appoint-
ing appropriate envoys to negotiate the agreement, and the timeframe for 
implementation of the proposed articles. The articles themselves stipulated a 
very equal relationship between the two powers: diplomatic missions would 
be selected by the home country and approved by the host country. The citi-
zens of both nations would enjoy the same economic and juridical privileges 
in the other’s country based on a principle of favored-nation status. The pro-
posal was based on equality between powers, yet the Japanese government 
could not agree on the final text and kept Count Aoki waiting in Berlin for 
two years for a decision. Most likely the Japanese cabinet disliked the idea of 
officially declaring themselves equal to what they considered in many ways 
to be a lesser, Asian power. They wanted to extract the same privileges that 
European nations had gained in Ottoman lands and that the Japanese had 
already procured in China. 

 While official treaty negotiations between the two powers stagnated again, 
unofficial visits by Japanese dignitaries continued, many of which illustrated 
the tactical motives of the Meiji government in its fact-finding missions to 
Asia that were disguised as friendly Japanese-Ottoman exchanges. In 1893/4, 
a relative of previous visitor Prince Komatsu, Prince Komatsu Yoritomo [sic?] 
traveled to the Ottoman capital via Odessa from St. Petersburg.  105   According 
to correspondence between the Japanese and the Ottomans, Prince Komatsu 
traveled “strictly incognito” while in Russia and Europe under the name of 
“Count Mishima,” and while the purpose of this ruse was not clearly explained 
by the Japanese, they informed the Ottomans that he was a maritime officer 
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who was in St. Petersburg to study the navy. The Japanese ambassador there 
requested permission from the Ottoman government for Komatsu to visit 
Constantinople, saying Komatsu would like to do a similar study while deliv-
ering gifts from his father to the Sultan.  106   Given Japan’s anticipation of war 
with China in 1894, and the potentially ill reaction it might elicit from Russia 
and Europe, it appeared that the Japanese camouflaged their strategic military 
endeavor in a gift-bearing visit to the Ottoman Sultan. The Japanese were 
willing to disclose the purpose of Komatsu’s visit to the Porte, but they hid 
his identity and mission from the Russian government as well as from its 
European counterparts.  107   

 The Ottomans kept abreast of the news concerning the Sino-Japanese 
War and Japan’s victory in this conflict.  108   The Ottoman embassy in Berlin 
reported on European attitudes toward the two sides in the Sino-Japanese War 
to the Sublime Porte, noting European neutrality for the most part during the 
conflict.  109   But while the outcome of the war surprised many, it also encour-
aged the hopes of some Ottoman statesmen. The Ottoman ambassador in 
Washington, keenly aware of the delicate balance of colonial European poli-
tics, expressed his opinion about the positive effects of Japan’s war in the Far 
East: disputes that “frequently stemmed from Japan’s progress” would clearly 
benefit the Ottomans in the future since “the above-mentioned conflicts will 
draw Europeans’ attention, as rivals and competitors, to a country far from the 
Ottoman Empire.”  110   Japan’s success impressed Ottoman officials but did not 
blind them when it came to negotiating an official alliance with the powerful 
Eastern nation. 

 After two years, Count Aoki requested an answer on the earlier draft proposal 
for an Ottoman-Japanese agreement from Japanese foreign minister Marquis 
Saionji. The Japanese cabinet again discussed the joint declaration and pub-
lished a text authorized in August 1895, amending the original draft to include 
only favored-nation status in trade relations, omitting all other areas.  111   Aoki 
was granted full powers to negotiate with the Ottomans in September 1895. 
While Colonel Fukushima Yasumasa of Japan was in Constantinople as part of 
a mission to study military organization among Asian and European nations,  112   
Aoki contacted the Ottoman ambassador to Berlin and conveyed the contents 
of the Japanese proposal to him. The Japanese seemed publicly optimistic 
about their political intentions; the Ottoman consul in New York reported to 
the Foreign Ministry in 1897 that the Japanese were seriously discussing the 
opening of an embassy in the Ottoman Empire.  113   Russia had gained influ-
ence in Korea by this time; America and Japan were vying for influence in the 
Philippines and the Japanese were looking for international allies. To this end, 
the Japanese Emperor’s son and the former prime minister, It ō , went on a mis-
sion to gain friends in Europe.  114   After visiting Spain and England, they would 
go to Italy, Austria, and, hopefully, Constantinople in order to find help in 
containing Russian expansion in the Far East.  115   

 But the Ottomans were uncomfortable with Aoki’s provisional agreement. 
An imperial edict from May 1897 acknowledged a reciprocal draft memo-
randum put together by the Advisory Office (  İ   sti   ş   are Odas   ı  ) coinciding with 
the Japanese declaration; the Ottoman cabinet drafted a proposal concern-
ing the adoption of negotiating procedures between the two nations aimed 
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at convincing Japan to renounce its desire for Capitulatory privileges.  116   The 
fourteen-article Ottoman response to Aoki’s proposal removed juridical privi-
leges in the courts and insisted upon application of international law to citi-
zens on the other nation’s soil. The Japanese eventually rejected the Ottoman 
offer in April 1898.  117   That summer, amid international tensions involving 
Japan and Russia over Manchuria and Port Arthur on the one hand, and the 
Ottoman Empire’s Macedonian dilemma and hostilities with Greece (result-
ing in autonomy for Crete) on the other, the Japanese seemed more persistent 
in their desire to create an alliance with their friends on Russia’s other front. 
Japanese ambassador to Vienna, Makino, was instructed to revive talks with 
the Ottomans via the envoy in Vienna.  118   Contrary to Ottoman hopes, how-
ever, the Japanese maintained their insistence on Capitulatory privileges, and 
the concept of an alliance faltered again. 

 At about the same time, the Sultan entreated Yamada to retrieve some 
rare goods from Japan, perhaps believing Yamada could regenerate interest 
in establishing an agreement between the two powers. The Japanese Foreign 
Ministry did not hesitate to utilize this opportunity to try and rekindle nego-
tiations favorable to Japan. In a letter dated October 8, 1899, they reminded 
the Ottomans that  

   . . . arising unfortunately out of no friendship treaty as of yet having been 
established between the two powers, and we, having neither an ambas-
sador nor a consul in Ottoman lands, render it impossible to carry out 
the (legal) protection of Yamada, therefore I humbly request the favor 
and guidance of the Exalted Ottoman (Foreign) Ministry in manifesting 
this patronage from the Sublime Ottoman government.  119     

 But the Ottoman government was annoyed by Yamada’s request for equal 
treatment similar to that of the Great Powers who enjoyed Capitulatory privi-
leges; the Sultan himself apparently had told the Japanese foreign minister that 
Japan should not impose Capitulations upon another nation after Japan had 
just saved itself from suffering the same fate with Western states.  120   Yamada 
returned to Constantinople in December 1899 with gifts and rare birds from 
Prince Higashi Fushimi, Count Aoki, and other Japanese notables.  121   But 
Yamada’s mediation did not shift the Ottoman position to granting Japan 
special privileges. The Sultan had other concerns in becoming too friendly 
with the Japanese: upon receiving the gifts, the Sultan expressed to his con-
fidant, Ali Vehbi Bey, the tight predicament in which the Ottoman Empire 
found itself: Japan and the Ottomans shared a common foe, Russia, and the 
conclusion of an alliance, if only a commercial one, could be mutually ben-
eficial. Japan did not truly comprehend the potential gain in establishing ties 
with the Empire, however, and even more significantly, the Ottomans needed 
to placate both friends and enemies (such as Russia) in the international arena 
in order to maintain the current political status quo.  122   

 Japan’s preoccupation with its own colonial efforts in Manchuria and 
Korea seems to have caused the Japanese to temporarily lose interest in sign-
ing an official treaty with the Ottoman Empire, although unofficial visits to 
Constantinople may have been a subtle attempt to gain allies in Asia as Japan 
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expanded its empire prior to the Anglo-Japanese agreement of 1902. In 1899, 
the Japanese dispatched Prince Konoye to St. Petersburg and eventually to 
Constantinople for two weeks to study public instruction there.  123   Around 
April 1900 the Sublime Porte received a communiqu é  requesting permission 
for another high-ranking Japanese prince to visit Constantinople.  124   About 
two years later a Colonel Nagaoka of Japan was in Constantinople for some 
unknown reason.  125   In 1902 Prince Komatsu stopped off in Singapore en route 
to London. He and the Ottoman consul general to Singapore discussed estab-
lishing an Ottoman consulate in a locale nearer to Japan and soon thereafter 
placing an ambassador in Tokyo.  126   

 The Anglo-Japanese alliance of 1902 secured an ally for Japan, but the threat 
of an oncoming conflict with Russia encouraged the Japanese to contact the 
Ottomans again in the hope of containing Russian expansion. Around the time 
of the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), Japanese envoy to Vienna, Makino, 
approached the Ottoman ambassador there, but the Ottomans were hesitant 
to provoke a response from Russia and so it came to nothing.  127   The Egyptian 
nationalist newspaper  al-Liw   ā ̔  reported that the Japanese had proposed to 
reorganize the Ottoman fleet and to assign Japanese naval officers to carry out 
the task.  128   In 1904 an architect from a Japanese government academy, Dr. It ō , 
visited Constantinople and many Ottoman  vil   â   yets  via the Baghdad Railway, 
ostensibly to examine and photograph Islamic buildings and archeological 
ruins, although he was likely conducting a strategic investigation of Ottoman 
lands and the Suez Canal area.  129   After his return to Japan, Dr. It ō  ’ s subsequent 
contacts with a religious figure named Hac ı  Mehmed Ali Efendi in connection 
with constructing a mosque in Yokohama worried some Europeans that either 
the Japanese were becoming Muslims, or that the Ottomans were actively try-
ing to convert them.  130   The Japanese had gained access to Ottoman territories 
for strategic purposes in exchange for bolstering the Ottoman Sultan’s pan-
Islamic ideology.  

  The Russo-Japanese War and Ottoman Interest 

 The Sultan and the Ottoman government were quite interested in the out-
come of the Russo-Japanese war.  131   At the outset, the Sublime Porte discussed 
reciprocating Russian assistance rendered during the Greek-Ottoman conflict 
by setting up an Ottoman Red Crescent Society hospital and sending a medi-
cal team to the Russian Red Cross Society.  132   In June 1904, personal confidant 
to the Sultan and Second Chamberlain (Arap)  İ zzet Pa ş a summoned Colonel 
Pertev Bey (b.1871), an Ottoman officer and 1892 graduate from the Ottoman 
Military Academy, to Y ı ld ı z Palace. Pertev Bey (Demirhan) had served in the 
retinue of the Prussian military officer von der Goltz  133   and was currently a 
teacher at the Imperial War Academy in 1904. He was invited to discuss a 
letter that was received from the German officer suggesting that Pertev Bey 
be dispatched to the Far East war.  134   The next day Pertev Bey received a letter 
from von der Goltz himself that explained,  

  I am doubtful about this proposal being accepted. However useful war 
operations in Manchuria may turn out to be, I’m afraid that His Majesty 
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(the Sultan) will not consent to an officer being sent to the Far East 
because of political considerations.  135     

 Contrary to von der Goltz’s opinion, however, the Palace did send Pertev Bey to 
Japan in 1904 and contemplated dispatching a representative to Russia in order 
to create an air of neutrality.  136   Pertev Bey stayed in East Asia for a year, served 
as a military attach é  and observer in Port Arthur who sent back frequent reports 
to the Ottoman Empire on news of the war;   he returned to Constantinople in 
1906.  137   The Sublime Porte monitored European neutrality in the conflict and 
stayed informed about the events of the war, including the dramatic siege of 
Port Arthur, but chose not to take sides in order to avoid a confrontation.  138   
Communiqu é s to the Porte on the effects of the war were wide-ranging: Ottoman 
intelligence in Bulgaria reported that high-ranking Russian and Serbian officials 
as well as the local populace attended church services in which everyone prayed 
for a Russian victory against Japan in the conflict.  139   The Ottoman consulate in 
Tabriz and the Tehran embassy noted the advantage to the Ottomans in seeing 
their historical foe, the mighty Russia, beaten in battle, and what it translated 
into for Asia: the Tabriz consul reported:

  As a result of continuous defeats in the current war, today Russian politi-
cal influence in these areas has in a measure noticeably dropped; it is 
circulating among people that the Ottoman government is occupying 
itself with war preparations in order to fight with Russia, and while a 
deep enmity is manifested by these people towards the Russians, towards 
us they are showing great friendship and affection.  140     

 The strategic location of Ottoman waterways and the Suez Canal did, how-
ever, force policy decisions on their use by states at war from either the Porte 
or the Khedival government in Cairo.  141   Several Russian cruisers from the 
Black Sea fleet were allowed passage through the Bosphorus Straits before the 
siege of Port Arthur, with the full knowledge of the Ottoman government that 
Yamada was observing them.  142   

 Nonetheless, the Sultan harbored ambiguous feelings toward Japanese suc-
cesses and the dangerous public enthusiasm they might generate. On the 
one hand, the Sultan saw that “ . . . transporting most of Russia’s forces to the 
Far East will lessen the threat of its forces in the Black Sea. . . . ”  143   and that 
“ . . . Japan’s victory pleases us, for their victory over Russia is considered a vic-
tory for us.”  144   Russia’s involvement with conflicts in East Asia would certainly 
keep the Czar’s forces from causing trouble on the Ottoman frontier. But there 
were certain symbolic dangers in a Japanese victory: the Sultan was threatened 
by so much attention focusing on Japan as a leader of the East, potentially ele-
vating the status of the Meiji Emperor beyond that of the Sultan in his role as 
Islamic spiritual leader and Caliph of Muslims in Asia. The Young Turk journal 
 B   â   lk   â   n  defined the extent of this threatening possibility in 1907, keenly not-
ing Japanese participation in the propagation of rumors:

  Tatar, Turk, Arab, Iranian, Indian, and Javanese newspapers, discussing 
in every single language that the Japanese honored the Islamic religion, 
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are summoning hope and affection for Japan’s islands. Nor is Japan idle 
in this; there is financial assistance for newspapers that are published in 
Arabic and Malay in Singapore . . . [that] write like this . . . : “it is under-
stood that the religion of Islam will be more suitable than other religions 
for the Japanese’ souls, their customs, and their views.”  145     

 Because of the Sultan’s uneasiness at this prospect, Abd ü lhamid II warned the 
Constantinople press to maintain a relatively neutral stance when covering 
news of the Russo-Japanese conflict; he did not send a very fiery congratula-
tory declaration to the Mikad ō  after the war.  146   

 Christian missionaries in Japan were sometimes blamed for perpetuating 
the Sultan’s paranoia about the Emperor usurping Caliphal authority, saying 
the missionaries decided to encourage convening a congress of religions that 
would misrepresent Islam so that they could then convince the government 
to legally prohibit its spread in Japan.  147   After an unsuccessful attempt to 
find and bribe collaborators among Indian and Egyptian ulema to abet their 
plans, missionaries convinced  İ smail Gasp ı ral ı , Crimean editor of  Terc   ü   m   â   n , 
to print an article stating the Japanese government would convene the 
conference in order to assist them in choosing a new official religion, and 
that the ulema should not miss their opportunity to spread Islam there.  148   
Egyptian nationalist Mu ṣṭ af ā  K ā mil’s paper  al-   ʿĀ   lam al-Isl   ā   m   ī   claimed that 
Abd ü lhamid II was going to send Ottoman representatives to the congress.  149   
The Sultan had mixed feelings about this possible turn of events. On the one 
hand, if Japan converted to Islam, it would radically increase the number 
of Muslims in the world and would thus increase the significance of the 
Caliphate. On the other hand, due to false reports, the Sultan believed the 
Meiji Emperor was going to immediately proclaim his Caliphal authority to 
the Islamic world, rendering the Sultan’s spiritual authority obsolete.  150   For 
this reason he apparently banned discussion of the 1906 congress in most 
of the Ottoman press.  151   Interestingly, when Crimean Turk Ahmet A ğ ao ğ lu 
pressed the Japanese ambassador in St. Petersburg to explain the purpose of 
convening the conference on religions, he claimed not to have any knowl-
edge of it.  152   

 Skepticism about Japan’s victory influenced Ottoman domestic policy as 
well, for instance where financial matters were concerned or where these 
successes might have encouraged clandestine activities against the state. For 
example, the Ottoman Minister of Public Security ( Zabtiye N   â   z   ı   r   ı   ) , Safvet Pa ş a, 
sent a report to the palace concerning an investigation into Japanese business-
man Nakamura’s collection of donations in his stores for the Red Cross Society 
and Japanese victims of the “calamity.”  153   Since the Porte did not consider it 
acceptable to donate funds to foreign countries in this manner, necessary pre-
cautions were to be taken to prevent its implementation.  154   The Ottoman state 
could share to a limited extent its enthusiasm in supporting Japan, but to allow 
Ottoman citizens to give monetary assistance to the Japanese was going too 
far. A 1904 encoded telegraph from the interior minister ordered that, due to 
some “harmful” passages in a publication from Paris about the Russo-Japanese 
War, copies already within Ottoman borders should be disposed of, and in the 
future, distribution of the publication would be prohibited.  155   Toward the end 
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of the war, the Ottomans obtained a letter sent from Japan, which was signed 
by the Japanese representative to Rome, Taro Hirakawa, commenting on the 
administration of “Arabist â n.” In it Hirakawa made statements to the effect 
that he desired to see the administration of all Arab lands “except English 
Arabist â n” come under the jurisdiction of the Ottoman Empire; while the 
 palace expressed its “great pleasure at the afore-mentioned’s good-intentioned 
statement,” it was troubled by the exception this diplomat had made.  156   

 After the Japanese victory over Russia, the Japanese Emperor himself hoped 
to solicit Ottoman support in the truce negotiations held in The Hague. The 
Ottoman cabinet was aware of the Emperor’s request to the Russians to hold 
a new conference in which the Ottoman Empire would also participate. But 
the cabinet was merely concerned with avoiding any changes in the interna-
tional status quo; the Sultan encouraged the cabinet to focus upon Ottoman 
independence and territorial integrity while participating in the conference.  157   
Clearly, the Ottoman state was not willing to to challenge the power balance 
and jeopardize its interests for the sake of pan-Asian unity with Japan. 

 In the following years, Ottoman and Arabic newspapers continued to imply 
that the Ottomans and the Japanese were on the verge of signing an official 
treaty, creating pressure on the Sublime Porte to at least outwardly entertain 
the possibility.  B   â   lk   â   n  claimed that after the Russo-Japanese War, the Sultan 
had dispatched ambassadors to Japan and they were well received, so that 
“embassies will be established in Japan and Turkey respectively.”  158   Several 
Egyptian nationalist newspapers in Cairo reported Japanese statesmen had 
visited the Ottoman capital around 1906.  159   But again a strategic purpose 
was shrouded in the guise of a publicly known, semi-official diplomatic mis-
sion by the Japanese: St. Petersburg ambassador Motono requested a letter 
of introduction from the Ottoman envoy there to facilitate the visit of dig-
nitaries who would be coming to Ottoman lands. The Japanese government 
charged Captain Hirayama Haruhisa (Harushima?) of the Army Infantry and 
Dr. Nagase Hiosuke (PhD), to conduct numerous studies, including an exami-
nation of the Persian Gulf coastline around Hormuz and Ba ṣ ra. They were 
to arrive in Constantinople from St. Petersburg and anticipated traveling to 
Baghdad by railway.  160   They were to stay approximately a week in the capi-
tal before continuing on their journey via Konya, Ere ğ li, and Adana.  161   The 
Ottomans either wanted to impress the Japanese with their particular atten-
tion to and patronage of the arriving delegation, or they did not deem it nec-
essary to allow Hirayama and Nagase free access to the entire area, or both; 
they were assigned an escort.  162   A related imperial decree dated December 
3, 1906 clarified the Ottoman position: Sultan Abd ü lhamid II was not com-
fortable allowing territory and railways to be inspected by foreign nationals. 
After a concerned German ambassador had inquired about the Japanese sur-
veyors’ mission, the palace made it clear that “ . . . since the afore-mentioned 
railway route is pictured in printed maps that are currently in use and known 
by everybody, there is no need for [this] officer (Hirayama) to go to those 
regions.”  163   Perhaps the Japanese were able to apply diplomatic pressure on 
the Sublime Porte, as another edict several days later granted Hirayama offi-
cial permission to carry out his inspection, under the condition that some-
one accompany him.  164   In February 1907, Minister of War R ı za Pa ş a wrote of 



 Figure 4.3      Japanese Lt. Col. Morioka of Japan, from  Resimli Kitap  5 (January, 
1909), 464. The caption underneath says he was sent to Constantinople to 
study Ottoman Turkish; he is pictured with Ottoman escort officer (Piy â de 
Kula ğ as ı ) Ali Bey.  
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Hirayama’s arrival in Ba ṣ ra that the purpose of the Japanese tour was “ . . . to 
understand the local population’s feelings toward Japan and to investigate the 
commercial significance of Iraq”; R ı za Pa ş a suggested, as per the Sixth Army 
commander’s telegraph saying the Japanese should not be left to meet alone 
with foreigners for any length of time, that they be kept under close scrutiny 
without their knowledge of it.  165   

 The following year, the Japanese requested permission for four high-rank-
ing army officers to visit Constantinople primarily for “touristic reasons” 
(see   figure 4.3 ).  166   The Islamic modernist (and Kurd) Bedi ü zzaman Said Nûrsi 
said he recalled another purpose for this visit (if it was indeed the same one):     

  Forty years ago and the year before the proclamation of the constitution 
(1907) I went to Istanbul. At that time, the Japanese Commander-in-
Chief (of the Army) had asked the Muslim ulema a number of questions 
concerning religion. The Istanbul ulema asked me about them. And they 
questioned me about many things in connection with Islam.  167     

 Were these Japanese military figures interested in gaining a knowledge of 
Islam for purposes of conversion, or were they gathering important infor-
mation about the Ottoman state and Islam while conveying an image of an 
Eastern “brother”? In the same period (1906–1907), the Japanese ambassador 
to London, Omura, communicated with the Ottoman envoy there, Musurus 
Pa ş a, about establishing a formal treaty.  B   â   lk   â   n  reported on these negotia-
tions, saying the two ambassadors were together aboard a Japanese warship 
from London to Constantinople to discuss the establishment of embas-
sies.  168   According to  B   â   lk   â   n  and to Omura’s report, the Ottoman government 
still insisted on a treaty based on full equality and unilaterally rejected the 
Japanese request for consular judiciary privileges, so the Japanese temporarily 
ceased their efforts.  169   

 The Ottoman state was not ignorant of Japan’s expanding economic and 
colonial endeavors in Asia either.  170   The Ottoman  Vakit  pointed out that the 
recent increase in Indian student missions to Japan was in effect to help facili-
tate trade between Japan and India while European goods were simultane-
ously being boycotted.  171   A conference held in The Hague in the summer of 
1907 was attended by several Korean dignitaries who filed an official griev-
ance against Japan for its violation of Korea’s sovereignty and the violence 
used against the Korean people; the Ottoman representative’s memorandum 
on this meeting included copies of this grievance and a lengthy summary of 
Korea’s relationship with Japan since the Sino-Japanese War.  172   The Ottoman 
government certainly was not surprised by Japanese actions there and in fact 
most likely viewed them as typical of the big players in global politics. The 
Ottomans were aware of Japan’s rising power and they became more unwilling 
to yield to pressure to accept Japanese demands for Capitulatory exemptions.  

  Ottoman-Japanese Contacts after the 1908 
Constitutional Revolution 

 Official and unofficial contacts between the Ottoman Empire and the Japanese 
continued following the Young Turk Revolution of July 1908. By this time, 
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the Japanese were no longer threatened by Europe or Russia. As equals, they 
had asserted themselves as a colonial power. Previous negotiations had taken 
place mainly between representatives stationed in Berlin, but now Ottoman 
ambassadors in Vienna, Rome, Washington, and London were trying to con-
clude an agreement despite continued Japanese insistence on favored-nation 
status.  173   In a letter to Japanese ambassador to Austria, Uchida, on March 1, 
1909, Foreign Minister Omura of Japan now wrote that there was little need to 
establish a trade and navigation treaty due to the limited amount of commerce 
between the two powers, and since the Ottomans had refused to consider 
granting Japan judiciary Capitulations, the Japanese government desired only 
the exchange of embassies and consulates. He instructed Uchida to approach 
the Ottoman envoy in Vienna to discern the Ottoman point of view on this 
issue so that a joint communiqu é  could be agreed upon.  174   It was perhaps in 
order to facilitate such an alliance that Prince Kuni, a member of an influen-
tial Japanese house and an ex-military attach é  who had been in Vienna, soon 
visited Constantinople. There, Prince Kuni socialized with Ottoman military 
officials.  175   Around mid-March, Ottoman charg é  d’affaires in London, Cevat 
Bey, paid a visit to Japanese ambassador Kato in which he delivered a letter 
stating that negotiations between Count Omura and Musurus Pa ş a in 1906 
had broken down over the Japanese insistence on Capitulatory privileges; 
since the Ottoman constitutional order had been restored in the Empire, he 
hoped the Japanese would relinquish their former position and open negotia-
tions toward a diplomatic and commercial alliance.  176   At the end of March 
1909, Omura’s communications to ambassador Kato emphasized the need to 
exchange diplomatic facilities between the two countries and not to pursue 
a trade treaty; Kato was instructed to ascertain the Ottoman position in this 
regard and forward the information to the Japanese Foreign Ministry as soon 
as possible.  177   

 Despite Cevat Bey’s letter, negotiations remained in a deadlock. No offi-
cial agreement was ever reached between the Ottoman Empire and Japan. 
Individuals from each state had done what they could to promote an alliance, 
or at least the appearance of interest in finalizing a treaty, but both govern-
ments lacked enthusiasm and/or an enduring sense of necessity to achieve 
this end amid more urgent political concerns. The counterrevolution of 1909 
caused domestic turbulence for the Ottoman government, and certainly Japan 
was aware of this unrest. The Japanese were also by this time focusing more 
energy on their own colonial projects in Asia. Nonetheless, the abandonment 
of diplomatic attempts was slow to reach the press. In 1910 the  Levant Herald  
was still reporting optimistically on the progress of negotiations, saying in 
January:

  The St. Petersburg  Retch  confirms the recent announcement that the 
Turkish Ambassador in London has been asked to open negotiations 
for the establishment of diplomatic relations between Turkey and 
Japan. . . . A definite friendship is being welded between the two nations. 
Negotiations towards the end in question were opened some time ago, 
but were dropped when the appointment of several Consuls was decided 
upon. Now they are about to be resumed.  178     
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 And in July another report surfaced:

  The  Yeni Gazette  [ sic ] reports that the negotiations between Turkey and 
Japan for the establishment of diplomatic relations between the two 
countries are on the eve of a satisfactory conclusion. Japan, says our 
contemporary, no longer insists on obtaining the same privileges as the 
Great Powers.  179     

 The papers were mistaken. No agreement would be reached by 1910; after the 
Ottoman Empire became entrenched in the Balkan Wars and the First World 
War, the possibility of diplomatic relations between them was permanently 
shelved. 

 Celebrated Japanese military figures still visited the Ottoman capital, 
however, and the excitement of the Ottoman press was mimicked by that 
of society at large whenever a Japanese personality graced the capital with 
his presence. Japanese war hero General Nogi passed through Constantinople 
in 1911, and  Resimli Kitap  recorded his visit through numerous photographs 
(see  figure 4.4 ). He was met by Pertev Bey and Lt. Colonel Halil Bey; they and 
the Ottoman minister of war, Mahmut  Ş evket Pa ş a, entertained him at the 

 Figure 4.4      General Nogi of Japan arrives aboard a steamship at Constantinople 
amid much fanfare from the local Ottoman population. 
 Note:  Resimli Kitap  31(June/July 1911), 564–567, 570–578, contain photographs of his 
entry into Constantinople, the masses awaiting his ship in the streets around Galata, the 
military processions he attended, and his meetings with  Ş evket Pa ş a and other officers.  
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Pera Palace Hotel.  180   He also met with Sultan Mehmet Re ş  â t. The Young Turk 
Unionist regime was eager to connect its own achievements to the nation 
of modern Japan: General Nogi, as the physical symbol of Japan’s constitu-
tional and military power in the world, was invited to witness the military 
drills conducted by Ottoman naval and army personnel in July 1911 as part 
of the inauguration ceremony for an Ottoman monument commemorating 
the 1908 Revolution and the success of the Action Army in putting down the 
counterrevolution in 1909 (see  figure 4.5 ).           

 Another Japanese military officer, Muraoka Shotaro, traveled by train with 
a businessman named Komura Oshige to Ankara, Eski ş ehir, and back to 
Constantinople in early 1913.  181   In May of 1914, a Japanese military delega-
tion requested permission via the representatives in Vienna to visit various 
Ottoman army and naval institutions in Constantinople.  182   Despite the failure 
of diplomatic negotiations to seal an agreement between the two powers, both 
the Ottomans and the Japanese appeared to have maintained an interest in 
one another, which culminated in several symbolic demonstrations of Asian 
solidarity between Ottoman and Japanese military figures. On the one hand, 
the Japanese likely engineered these visits for merely strategic military and 
economic purposes, as a way to investigate either the strength of the Ottoman 
armed forces or the viability of Ottoman Turkey as a future Asian ally. The 
Ottomans, on the other hand, were interested in Japanese military tactics that 
won wars, and the involvement of military personnel in the Japanese govern-
ing apparatus. 

 With the start of the First World War, the few Japanese nationals in Ottoman 
territory were sent home, as their country soon declared itself on the side 
of the Allied Powers.  183   The Ottomans had failed to secure an alliance with 
the Japanese after almost forty years of effort. An Ottoman Foreign Office 
summary report of diplomatic attempts drafted in 1915 best described the 

 Figure 4.5      General Nogi witnessing Ottoman military drills in honor of the 
Young Turk Revolution.  
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unwavering Ottoman skepticism toward Japanese political motives through-
out these years, noting that Japan had obtained Capitulatory privileges in the 
Kingdom of Siam through the use of gunboat diplomacy after first establish-
ing an ambassador in Bangkok. In order to prevent the same scenario from 
arising in Ottoman lands that would threaten the sovereignty of the Empire, 
Ottoman officials sought to conclude a treaty that would not grant Japan any 
special status or treatment.  184   The Japanese had refrained from concluding 
just such an agreement, illustrating their inimical intentions. They contin-
ued to lobby Ottoman embassies in Europe and Washington DC for a period, 
but never actually responded to Ottoman requests for an equal diplomatic 
treaty; they eventually stopped lobbying altogether. Following the First World 
War, the Japanese served as intermediaries assisting in the return of Ottoman 
prisoners of war from Siberia.  185   Japan was represented at the Lausanne Peace 
Conference in 1923, and diplomatic relations were finally officially estab-
lished with the Turkish Republic in 1924, years after the Ottoman Empire had 
collapsed.  
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     Part II 
 Defining “Modern” in the 
Ottoman Microcosm 

   Part II of this book centers on how modernity was abstractly defined in the 
local Ottoman context. The following chapters explore the Japan imagery pro-
duced by Ottoman writers and intellectuals starting in the late nineteenth 
century and continuing through the First World War era, and their ideologi-
cal purposes in constructing this discourse. Prior to the 1908 revolution, the 
Young Turks and Sultan Abd ü lhamid II were locked in a political struggle in 
which both sides found the Japan model to be an expedient tool for critiquing 
the other, as well as a defense for their own actions. Having presided over the 
reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution in 1908, Young Turks in the CUP 
government appropriated the Japan model for themselves in a way that not 
only permitted them to “escape Europe” temporarily while they attempted to 
reestablish Ottoman power in the world, but also allowed them to justify their 
authoritarian reassertion of domestic political rule that alienated many who 
had previously supported the revolution. After suppressing the counterrevo-
lution in 1909, the Committee of Union and Progress asserted its authority 
in the Empire more assiduously, and those who opposed the CUP’s actions 
articulated their criticisms using references to Japan, much as the Young Turks 
had done before them when opposing the Sultan. 

 Constitutional, parliamentary government and universal education were 
considered to be the most important institutions behind Japanese success 
according to some Young Turk exiles, provincial Arabs, and Egyptian nation-
alists in one instance; the development of infrastructure similar to that of 
Japan—railroads, post and telegraph services, and industry for example—were 
in another moment the technological means for the Ottomans to cast off their 
backwardness and Capitulatory arrangements with European states. With the 
start of the Balkan wars and the almost constant state of military mobilization 
in the Empire from this point onward, most Ottoman Turkish discourse men-
tioning Japan that appeared after roughly 1912 distinctly shifted to interest 
in Japanese military strategy and modernization techniques as a response to 
wartime considerations. In general, political criticism of the Unionist regime 
was silenced, and there is a dearth of sources that contain reference to a Japan 
model after 1916. 
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 Images were constructed by intellectuals who were frequently involved 
in sociopolitical struggles within their local Ottoman environment. The 
Japanese historical analogy served the interests of disenfranchised members 
within the Ottoman social or political community, warranting in various situ-
ations cultural recognition within the larger Ottoman whole, increased politi-
cal participation in the existent arrangement, and/or a complete overthrow of 
the Ottoman system. The following chapters, then, will not just explore the 
anticolonial, pan-Asian, nationalist usage of Japanese images in the Ottoman 
context to demonstrate a disputation of the Orientalist world framework, but 
it will also delve into constructions of the Japanese nation generated among 
the Empire’s politically excluded: the Young Turks and their challenge to 
Sultan Abd ü lhamid II’s absolutism in the pre-1908 constitutional revolution-
ary period (and the Ottoman Sultan’s response, again employing a particular 
understanding of Japan to legitimate or defend his rule), the Ottoman Arabs 
and their construction of discourse on Japan in provincial areas of the Empire 
to express opposition to an increasingly centralized and Turkish nationalist 
regime in the post-revolution era, and the Egyptian nationalists in their strug-
gle against the British occupation. In each case, an elite class hoped to provide 
guidance for society to attain progress by interpolating Japanese assimilation 
of indigenous heritage with Western science in the process of creating a mod-
ern Eastern nation. 
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    5 
 Ottoman Politics and the 
Japanese Model   

   Before deconstructing the discursive imagery of modern Japan that prolifer-
ated in Ottoman Turkish and Arabic newspapers, journals, books, govern-
ment documents, and other forms starting in the late nineteenth century, the 
Ottoman social and political milieu into which this discourse was introduced 
must be elucidated so that we can better understand the influence Japan’s 
achievements had upon peoples in the Empire, how such information flowed 
within Ottoman society, and the role of this discourse in affecting or legiti-
mating change in the structure of the Ottoman polity. As mentioned pre-
viously, Ottoman societal organizing principles historically had been based 
around the sharp distinction made between the  askeri  or ruling elite, and the 
 reaya , the Ottoman masses, on the one hand, and upon the categorization of 
communities as Muslim or non-Muslim, on the other. The Islamic Ottoman 
polity ultimately centered around the Sultan as protector of his subjects, with 
mediation between the masses and the Ottoman authorities by the religious 
classes.  1   The arrival of ideas to the Empire from the European Enlightenment 
and the French Revolution profoundly disrupted this traditional class and 
communal system. 

 Multinational empires of the nineteenth century attempted to employ 
methods to hold themselves together while simultaneously being pulled apart 
by the centrifugal forces of the various ethno-linguistic and religious com-
munities under their umbrellas who, tempted by nationalist ideologies, were 
beginning to aspire toward independent nationhood. In the Ottoman world, 
adhering to the fundamental principles of linear nationalist development 
while trying to preserve the heterogeneous character of the Empire resulted in 
an attempt by the Ottoman ruling elite to institute reforms and to promote 
a doctrine of “Ottomanism.” Ottomanism is defined as the prevalent ideol-
ogy of liberal reformers in the late Ottoman period who argued the Ottoman 
Empire was still a viable Islamic political entity provided it guaranteed the 
rights of its citizens irrespective of religion or ethnicity, and in turn whose 
loyalty to the Ottoman homeland, or  vatan , was considered a universal, patri-
otic duty.  2   In effect, Ottomanism was a reworking of the Western nation-state 
conception to fit the needs of a multiethnic polity much broader and more 
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varied than most nations in Europe; it was an effort to make all citizens equal 
under the law and to satisfy those elements in its realm who were succumb-
ing to more exclusive forms of national-communal identification (Ottoman 
Greeks for example). 

 The mid-nineteenth century  Tanzîmât    reforms, which aimed at reorganiz-
ing the Ottoman administration and military, coincided with the creation of 
a new bureaucratic class whose interests at times deviated from those of the 
rest of society.  3   The new elite, state-educated bureaucrats who desired to drag 
the Ottoman Empire and society into the modern world through implemen-
tation of reform from above, whether Islamic-minded or not, encountered 
resistance at times by other elements in the Empire. For example, the Young 
Ottoman approach to reaching modernity was one that sought to reconcile 
Western constitutional thought and a patriotic love of homeland with Islamic 
principles; they viewed the senior bureaucrat-reformers as too arbitrary, 
too Westernizing in their reform policies and not truly democratic in their 
decrees. Nonetheless, both the Tanzîmât statesmen and the Young Ottomans 
would have a profound impact upon the ideological outlook of the Young 
Turk movement that eventually came to oppose Sultan Abd ü lhamid II during 
his reign (r. 1876–1909). 

 The European advance, physically and intellectually, into Ottoman life, 
hastened the emergence of a political challenge to the Hamidian status quo 
in the Empire in the form of the Young Turk movement. As  İ slamo ğ lu- İ nan 
describes,  

  Just as the society was “traditionalizing” to protect itself from the 
onslaught of the “Westernizing” Tanzîmât state, under Abd ü lhamid 
the state structure was “traditionalizing” to preserve itself in the face 
of European expansion. In the process, the state was becoming increas-
ingly more rigid and oppressive inside the Empire. One explanation 
for this may be that Islamic ideology could not provide the ideological 
unity among different classes in a society the social-political cohesion of 
which was undermined through the integration of its principal classes 
(bureaucracy and merchants) into the European world system.  4     

 The Islamic-based Ottoman unity that had prevailed among the various classes, 
ethnicities, and religious communities within the Empire in earlier centuries 
had begun to erode by the late nineteenth century as a consequence of global 
economic peripheralization and the influx of Western intellectual and orga-
nizational patterns. These new principles either came into conflict with old 
ones, or they impaired the ability of Islamic institutions to mediate between 
state and society so that a duality emerged between the modernizing elite and 
those desiring to preserve a more traditional way of life in the Empire.  5   

 Ottoman intellectuals from bureaucratic, religious, and other classes newly 
created by the socioeconomic transformation such as journalists, publishers, 
teachers, political activists, and military officers observed this disruption of for-
mer Ottoman political unity. Many of these individuals, keenly aware both of 
this breakdown and of Western interference in the Empire, searched for ways 
to avoid its destruction. Former Islamic-Ottoman institutions seemed unable 
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to reconcile the state with Ottoman society’s current needs; Islamic ideology 
had failed to unite the Empire and protect it from European encroachment. 
Members of the intelligentsia inquired into alternative ideologies that would 
be able to rescue the Ottoman Empire from its potential dissolution, or that 
would at least address their immediate circumstances and interactions with 
other sectors of Ottoman society. An alternative ideology would have to func-
tion to intercede between Ottoman state and civil society as well as between 
classes within the Empire in order to generate a political unity that guaranteed 
the future of the Ottoman polity in the modern world. 

 In an Empire faced with domestic upheavals and international crises stem-
ming in part from European involvement and the emergence of separatist 
movements among the Empire’s minority communities, ideas of parliamentary 
government, of a shared national consciousness and a duty to one’s homeland, 
and of secular rationalism all contributed to the nineteenth-century discourse 
on how to become “modern” in the Empire. As Selim Deringil so succinctly 
put it, Sultans, bureaucratic elites, Young Ottoman intelligentsia, the religious 
scholars (ulema class) all “began to look for a new basis for defining what was 
increasingly coming to be considered an ‘Ottoman citizenry’” because they 
felt “a new social base was needed if the empire was to survive.”  6   

 Modern Japan came to be utilized in the Hamidian era and beyond by a 
multitude of Ottoman statesmen, journalists, educators, political activists, 
and others as a referent around which to argue for their particular concep-
tions of unity and identity as aspects of this future modernity. For proponents 
of Ottomanism concerned with salvaging the Ottoman state from destruc-
tion, Japan represented the proper methods by which to carry out technologi-
cal modernization and social reform policies. For others in the Empire whose 
“national” sensibilities were increasingly oriented around ethnic and/or lin-
guistic communal affiliations, sometimes at the expense of Ottomanist ideol-
ogy (such as Arabists and Turkists), Meiji Japan exemplified the successful 
combination of particularistic identity, patriotism, and modernizing strate-
gies. The mere fact that despite vast disparities in backgrounds, circumstances, 
and outlooks these individuals all shared in using Japan as an ideological ref-
erent indicates that some kind of broader unity of belief did exist, a belief in 
the potential of the East for attaining modernity. Ironically, this discourse 
on Japan on the one hand created a sense of pan-Asian or Eastern solidarity, 
which traversed the vertical barriers between Ottoman classes (it appealed to 
the Sultan, to Ottoman statesmen, middle-class journalists, and illiterate peas-
ants alike), and on the other hand heightened the divisions between them: it 
supported a mentality among elites that it was they who should govern the 
ignorant masses and propel them into the modern world (as Meiji oligarchs 
had done in Japan). Similarly, while the same sense of Eastern solidarity cre-
ated horizontal bonds between diverse Ottoman peoples of various ethnicities 
and religious sects who rejoiced over Japan’s successes at the West’s expense, 
the appeal of modern Japan’s national foundations also served as a basis for 
distinguishing between Ottoman “national” communities: between who was 
or was not a member of the Turkish race, for example, or concerning what 
characteristics defined the Arab nation. Discourse on the modern Japanese 
model could divide Ottomans just as it united them. 
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 Much of what was written about Japan that appeared in Ottoman Turkish 
sources emanated from Istanbul, where the main publishing houses were 
located. Power struggles between parties inevitably played themselves out in 
this locale, decisions on administration of the Empire were made in Istanbul, 
and here press censorship could be most severely and effectively enforced. 
Tight control over print had a serious effect upon the choice of words and 
expressions used, especially if an author’s underlying message challenged the 
position of the ruling class. Thus questions arise as to the capacity of the 
Ottoman Turkish and Arabic press as vehicles disseminating ideology to actu-
ally reach the majority of Ottoman society, given the strict censorship policies 
enforced in the Empire under Sultan Abd ü lhamid II between 1876 and 1908, 
and under the increasingly centralized regime of the CUP following the 1908 
revolution and 1909 counterrevolution. Caesar Farah pointed out in his study 
of freedom of expression in Ottoman Syria and Egypt that the purpose of 
Ottoman censorship was such that  

   . . . the Ottoman system, its custodians,  modus operandi,  and friends must 
not suffer insult or humiliation in whatever form and from whatever 
quarter. In the latter part of his reign, Abd ü lhamid’s . . . prohibitions due 
to religious sensibilities and perennial fear of plots against his reign, 
not to mention radical political notions that could undermine further 
what semblance of unity the Ottoman Empire still retained, were the 
direct result of his conviction that intellectuals and publishers were the 
leaders of sedition. Such convictions underlie the nature and extent 
of censorship throughout the Ottoman provinces. The arbitrary and 
discriminatory application of censorship, however, had a devastating 
effect not only on “seditious” writings but also on all aspects of literary 
production.  7     

 Undoubtedly, this censorship severely restricted certain political topics or 
views from being discussed if they were deemed unflattering or threatening to 
the Sultan or the Sublime Porte. The Ottoman authorities attempted (at times 
unsuccessfully) to squelch information on certain events, news, or informa-
tion about Japan, while allowing discussion of it at other times. In a 1911 
article on Japan in the Ottoman journal  Mecmua-y   ı    Eb   ü   zziya , for example, 
the author complained that in previous years the government censors had 
allowed only general coverage of the Russo-Japanese War in the papers and 
any information pertaining to Japan’s political development or national prog-
ress had been struck from the pages of the press.  8   

 Despite constraints upon the subject matter, wording, language, and tone 
of the press in the Empire, constraints that varied from one Ottoman region 
to another, it was still possible to voice politically charged opinions on the 
Japanese nation in ways that reached Ottoman society. Some writers fled 
Ottoman lands to publish newspapers and other literature in Europe where 
they were beyond the reach of the Ottoman censor; the international postal 
service ensured that these papers could find their way illegally to a read-
ing audience in the Empire. Other journalists and litt é rateurs immigrated to 
Cairo, which had become a center for a freer Ottoman Turkish and Arabic 
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press in the late nineteenth century during the British occupation of Egypt. 
Still others stayed in more stringently controlled Ottoman territory and 
risked frequent shutdowns and imprisonment by the authorities for publish-
ing unfavorable material, editing their words when necessary to leave only 
implicit criticism of the Ottoman system that was more difficult for the cen-
sor to detect. At any rate, the Ottoman state, while greatly restricting freedom 
of expression at various times, was still unable to completely control the 
flow of information pertaining to issues inside and outside the Empire that 
the Sultan or the administration considered dangerous. Information con-
cerning Japan printed during Sultan Abd ü lhamid II’s reign and after, during 
the CUP’s tenure in power, then, often had to meet wide approval—both by 
the Ottoman government (which required that it be politically benign or 
pro-Hamidian) and by its Ottoman subjects (who found ideas and images of 
Japan socially appealing). This Japan discourse is a filter through which to 
view the intersection of Ottoman state and societal concerns around the turn 
of the century. 

 A more significant impediment than censorship to the dissemination of 
information concerning Japanese nation-state structures, political arrange-
ments, and social reforms was the high rate of illiteracy plaguing the Ottoman 
Empire, seemingly rendering print capitalism ineffective as a didactic tool of 
the Ottoman elite to guide the masses into modernity. Indeed, illiteracy could 
restrict the efficacy of the printed word in affecting the Ottoman public’s 
knowledge and understanding of world events. Yet, such a conclusion ignores 
the significance of the coffeehouse culture in the Ottoman Middle East as a 
clearinghouse of news and information.  9   The coffeehouse as a public space in 
which members of almost every social strata came to consume the beverage, 
socialize, and be entertained came into being in the Ottoman Empire around 
the sixteenth century.  10   This social phenomenon quickly attracted the atten-
tion of the Ottoman authorities because  

  the introduction of certain other topics for discussion was inevitably 
to lead to direct attacks from the politically powerful. Public affairs fur-
nished much of the fuel for comment and criticism among coffeehouse 
patrons. . . . A forum for the public ventilation of news, views, and griev-
ances concerning the state possessed the potential for becoming a “club-
house” from which concerted action might be taken by those with a 
common distaste for the regime. . . . More than one coup d’état has been 
launched from, or at least plotted in, a coffeehouse.  11     

 At the turn of the twentieth century in the Ottoman Empire, the coffeehouse 
provided a venue for a voluminous reading of newspapers to keep up with 
current events and engaging issues. Ahmed Emin’s 1914 doctoral study of the 
Ottoman press summarized the process this way: coffeehouses would have 
copies of all the various newspapers on hand; customers were able to come 
in and pay for a cup of coffee, which would allow them access to all these 
papers.  12   Invariably, the content of the news publications provided one of the 
many topics of discussion in these establishments. Emin explained that news-
papers in the Ottoman Empire published information consisting of  
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   . . . translations or adaptations from foreign papers, and from the bul-
letins of telegraphic agencies. Every daily used to get a dozen or more 
French, Austrian, German, and English reviews and papers. Everything 
found in them on foreign politics having nothing to do with Turkey and 
the European situation, and concerning mostly South America, the Far 
East and the Scandinavian countries, was translated, as well as cultural 
news of a harmless character and stories on odd happenings in different 
countries.  13     

 Literate patrons typically read aloud articles and excerpts from newspapers to 
those present who could not read, in order to facilitate discussion. In addition, 
rural and domestic venues, such as the village mukht ā rs’ assemblies, read-
ing salons, or individuals’ homes, provided forums in which the newspaper 
was read aloud. In this fashion illiteracy could to an extent be circumvented 
in urban and rural areas as an obstacle hindering the mass consumption of 
printed material.  14   

 That said, published newspaper and journalistic materials are evidence 
of a general trend in late Ottoman society to disseminate a discourse on 
Japan that underscored the desired attributes of a modern state and society. 
Simultaneously, this discourse was a critique of the Hamidian regime (by the 
Young Turks), or a justification for the demands of a sociopolitically disen-
franchised party such as proto-Arab nationalists, who insisted upon more rec-
ognition within the CUP-dominated Ottoman political realm in the second 
constitutional period. The Japanese nation also provided the pattern for mod-
ern, Eastern nationhood.  15   Both literate and illiterate sectors of the Ottoman 
population engaged in the production and consumption of a Japan model 
to assist in making sense of or justifying changes to their social and political 
lives. 

 The question frequently arises as to the origin of data on Japan. Despite the 
unofficial visits, private communications, and unsuccessful diplomatic nego-
tiations conducted by Japan and the Ottoman Empire to establish an alliance, 
these attempts at diplomacy allowed the Japanese some latitude in cultivating 
a particular image of themselves in the Ottoman and Arabic press. The Japanese 
directly involved in diplomatic undertakings actively promoted a very positive 
image of Japan whenever possible as a modern, secular, independent nation, 
to be admired by other Eastern nations. At the same time, the Ottoman Sultan 
and state’s distrust of Japanese intentions during the negotiation process and 
their fear of negative comparison with Japan actually squelched overenthusi-
astic displays of support for the island nation. Istanbul’s proximity to Europe 
definitely affected the timeliness, accuracy, content of, and responses to the 
flow of information about Japan that was printed, sometimes in contrast to 
sources originating from more remote areas of the Empire (Damascus, Beirut). 
Much information about Japan did arrive in the Middle East from Europe, via 
translated books, newspaper cables, and other sources. News cables provided 
direct reports from Tokyo and Yokohama, Paris, London, Vienna, Berlin, and 
Washington DC; the Ottoman Sultan and government could gauge European 
opinion about certain international issues pertaining to Japan and how the 
Ottoman administration would be expected to respond. The Ottoman state 
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had direct access to European attitudes toward Japan via expatriate person-
nel stationed in Istanbul, which undoubtedly affected both the outcome of 
Ottoman-Japanese diplomatic negotiations and the views of Ottoman officials 
regarding Japan’s reforms and modernization project. But European percep-
tions of Japan sometimes differed considerably from Ottoman views of that 
nation, even when both had access to the same information. Most signifi-
cantly, the discourse on Japan was profoundly shaped by the imaginations 
of the Ottoman writers and journalists themselves who interpreted the infor-
mation they gleaned about Japan in ways that fulfilled their own social and 
political aims.  

  The Hamidian State and Early Interest in Japan 

 The conviction in the last decades of the Ottoman Empire’s existence that 
Japan had overturned the Orientalist ontology to favor the position of the 
East above the West was a common denominator in Ottoman lands irrespec-
tive of domestic political power. Disparities emerged, however, in peoples’ 
interpretations of Japan in relation to the internal Ottoman power structure. 
The Sultan and state were powerful central authorities in the pre-1908 Empire, 
and the politically excluded could be said to consist of Ottoman society in 
general, and Young Turk activists in particular. All three, however, shared in 
their view of Japan as a model: representations of an idealized Japan kindled 
Ottoman hopes of recapturing the superiority of the East through the example 
of its preservation of Japanese moral character and the acquisition of modern 
progress. The prevailing sentiment among denizens of the Empire was typi-
cally resentment over imperialist European involvement and interference; the 
Sultan and his bureaucracy perceived Japan’s adherence to its cultural values 
combined with its technical modernization as a guide for how to constrain 
Western intervention in the Empire and how to interact on an equal footing 
with Europe. Ottoman society at large was encouraged by Japanese morality 
and upbringing, which people believed conformed to a certain indigenous 
Eastern standard similar to their own Islamic (or non-Muslim) traditions. The 
Young Turks brandished the image of Japan to express their frustrations over 
Western imperialism and arrogance toward non-European peoples while at 
the same time demanding the West take notice of this demonstration of an 
Eastern nation’s potential: its ability to assimilate modern science and join the 
ranks of the “civilized” powers. 

 While this shared perception of Japan created pan-Asian unity within 
Ottoman society, the perspectives of these three sectors could be said to diverge 
beyond this point. Sultan Abd ü lhamid II was personally quite fascinated with 
Japan, but he and the Hamidian state intended any message to the Ottoman 
populace concerning this Japan model to be politically nonthreatening to his 
regime. Books published by the state focused upon Japanese moral character, 
patriotism and self-sacrifice, education, technical modernization, trade, and 
reform of the military, as ways to encourage the preservation of Ottoman-
Islamic morality while modernizing the Empire, in a bid to reassert Ottoman 
authority abroad, to resist the West, and to achieve parity with it. The Young 
Turk opposition, while sympathetic to these motives, used discourse on 
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modern Japan as a protest against the absolutist Sultan in an effort to dele-
gitimize his authority in favor of parliamentary government. The Hamidian 
regime, like its opposition, clearly embraced modern technology as a means to 
maintain sociopolitical stability and centralized control over Ottoman lands 
and people. But the Sultan, in encouraging this kind of defensive moderniza-
tion, did not have any drastic political change in mind for Ottoman society. 
The status of the Islamic Sultan-Caliph was to be preserved as a pole around 
which the Ottoman nation would ultimately unite. The Sultan’s memoirs and 
other commentaries indicate his desire to use the metaphor of Japan to refute 
the accusations of his domestic critics. Abd ü lhamid II occasionally defended 
his rule by recognizing the innate differences between his vast, multiethnic, 
multireligious empire and the small, isolated country of Japan. 

 The Young Turks, however, were much more radical in their ideology. They 
sought to alter the basis of Ottoman political behavior completely. For them, 
the Ottoman nation-state itself was to be the new pole around which to center 
Ottoman citizens’ loyalties, with themselves in place as its legitimate (elite) 
leadership. They used the Japanese model first as condemnation of the abso-
lutist reign of Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, and then as a political tool to demand 
the reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution. 

 The Ottoman Sultan Abd ü lhamid II was in a delicate situation as the rul-
ing monarch of an Empire trapped geopolitically between Europe and Russia. 
Knowing that forging an alliance with Japan, Russia’s greatest threat on its 
Eastern flank, could potentially anger the Czar to the point of creating an 
international incident, the Sultan chose to play the game of politics very cau-
tiously with the Japanese. Additionally, the Sultan was concerned about the 
rising appeal of the Japanese Emperor in the Muslim East as a challenge to his 
own Caliphal authority. Nonetheless, Abd ü lhamid II was personally intrigued 
by Japan’s accomplishments and hoped to unlock the secrets behind resisting 
European intervention in Ottoman affairs. His avid interest in Meiji Japan 
led him to commission Ottoman manuscript translations of several texts on 
the country. The Ottoman Ministry of Public Instruction usually handled 
the printing of these volumes, but given Abd ü lhamid II’s involvement in the 
Ottoman education system, it was likely he who ordered the publication of 
these books as well. Their appearance coincided directly with international 
political events that brought Japan to the attention of the Empire: the first few 
Ottoman books about Japan were published shortly after the frigate  Ertu   ğ   rul  
sank in 1891, whereas Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 spawned an array of 
treatises predominantly focusing on modern Japan or “the Japanese nation.” 
Ottoman officials of the Sublime Porte contributed their own opinions to this 
discourse on the Japanese, whether through private government communi-
cations or through more public forums such as articles published in state-
sponsored or state-controlled newspapers. Their ideas reflect the concerns 
Ottoman statesmen possessed regarding the survival of the Empire into the 
modern era. 

 The first example of this genre of writing on Japan appeared in 1892, 
immediately after the  Ertu   ğ   rul  tragedy but before the Sino-Japanese War of 
1894–1895. This relatively depoliticized literature was intended to enlighten 
the Ottoman political center as to how an Eastern empire reached and then 
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defended its Great Power status. The Ministry of Public Instruction arranged 
the publication of a book called  Japan’s Past, Present, Future  by Mehmed Zeki, 
a French instructor at the imperial  İ d â d î  academy and a junior clerk in the 
Sublime Porte’s Translation Office. Given the generosity shown to the survi-
vors and the Ottoman Empire by the Japanese after the  Ertu   ğ   rul  incident, this 
essay on Japan found an eager audience in the Sultan and his statesmen. In his 
preface, Zeki expressed the reason for compiling it, saying  

  Glances have been turned to Eastern nations for a time because of an 
illustrious initiative to serve high hopes and aims. In the realm of the 
superior and the splendid success of that effort and hope . . . that aim 
is dependent upon explaining “Japan” and “Japanese,” to be able to 
understand superior things by dissemination of the truth. For just as 
the Creator still honors the country of Japan with local distinguishing 
characteristics, so He commanded the Japanese heart, a wellspring of 
virtues always flowing, his intellect a storehouse of skillful aptitude, to 
reach and desire without envy.  16     

 Zeki pointed out that among the obvious consequences of Japanese superior-
ity, or their “unique Japanese nature,” were their weaponry skills, political 
savvy, and love of country, not unlike certain French statesmen.  17   The book 
concentrated with impressive detail on defining Japanese moral character.  18   
The high regard Zeki held for the Japanese stemmed from their “cultural 
refinement and educated upbringing, which are seen in the classes of people 
without exception, [and] are the distinctive traits of the Japanese which dis-
tinguish them.”  19   

 Zeki ultimately viewed Japan through the lens of an Ottoman functionary 
concerned with issues of governing. In discussing legal and administrative 
reforms Japan instituted after the 1868 Meiji Restoration, he proclaimed:

  That boldness of the Japanese frightens the Europeans. . . . The end result 
of the great and significant initiative that Europeans fear apparently 
is [Japan’s] successful assimilation of “Japanese-ness” and “European-
ness.”  20     

 He contended that the most significant and beneficial steps taken in Japan’s 
path to modernity were to improve the military, because “the Japanese are 
naturally brave and valiant people, but military organization had been lost,”  21   
and, more demonstratively for the world,  

  Japan confirmed the truth as it related to Eastern nations just as in the 
West, the premise put forth by European [political] philosophers that 
“the nation’s progress is proportional to the ability of its legal, regula-
tory statutes to be amended.”  22     

 Did Zeki mean that the true measure of a civilized nation in the modern world 
was a society’s ability to design and promulgate a constitution, thus evolving 
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into a democracy that protected the rights and property of its citizens? If so, 
he seems to have disguised the threatening nature of this implication for the 
Sultan’s regime by focusing the majority of the text more prominently on the 
Japanese challenge to European claims of superiority in the realms of moral-
ity, (military) technology, patriotism, and government administration. Zeki’s 
expressions typified the view from Ottoman bureaucrats at this time: cryptic 
in their discussions of political reform under the watchful eye of the Sultan, 
they defined a potential new unifying ideology for the Ottoman polity as 
a modernized, Eastern, constitutional state. Some publications did no more 
than provide visions of a faraway land, their proprietors not daring to inject 
political meaning into the images.  23   

 Due to lack of information or to censorship by the Ottoman authorities of 
sensitive subjects, prior to the turn of the century privately published mate-
rial on Japan was only sporadically available in the Ottoman capital. Early 
discourse that did appear in the Istanbul press tended to emphasize aspects 
of the Japanese nation that could be similarly applied to Ottoman state and/
or society without endangering the Sultan’s legitimacy. Prominent journal-
ists and other citizens wrote articles and books on Japan that were intended 
to provide inspiration for the Ottoman population to modernize and reform 
itself, delineating the traits that made Japan a successful Eastern nation. Their 
idealized conceptions of Japan, whether based on fact or fiction, were clearly 
dependent upon the ideological orientations and the circumstances of the 
intellectuals propagating the images for the characteristics they chose to cre-
ate or to emphasize. They also relied upon approval from the Ottoman censor 
for their very appearance. Although the content seems politically insignifi-
cant, its function was not: elites guided and informed Ottoman public opin-
ion concerning a palatable form of modernity labeled “Eastern.” The role of 
religion and patriotic education, the form of government institutions, and 
the position of women in society would all need to be properly incorporated 
into the future polity, commensurate with the Ottoman values. In effect, this 
comparative discourse conditioned the Ottoman public to accept Japan as a 
referent of successful Eastern nationhood. Yet while the Ottoman state dis-
couraged internal politicization of these Japanese images, the Young Turks 
would encourage it in order to gain public momentum for their opposition 
movement. 

 One of the earliest references to Japan in the Ottoman press constructed 
Japan for the Ottoman reading public in 1881 in a fashion that may have 
tempted the wrath of the censor. An article in the Istanbul weekly   Mecmua-y   ı   
 Eb   ü   zziya  mentioned the position of the Japanese Emperor, emphasizing that 
“the country’s constitution is complete, it is a democratic state with two 
houses, one a senate with elected members and the other a house of peers.”  24   
The journal’s proprietor and noted litt é rateur Eb ü zziya Tevfik associated with 
the failed Young Ottoman movement and activists  Ş inasi and Nam ı k Kemal, 
and he was known to ponder solutions to the Ottoman state’s difficulties, 
its absolutist Sultan, and a weakened empire in the modern era through sub-
tle analyses in his paper.  25   Perhaps his appeal in the rest of this article for 
assimilating Eastern ethics and Western knowledge overrode any threatening 
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political content inherent in the mention of parliamentary constitutionalism: 
“Japon” portrayed East Asian geography and demographics, Japanese religions 
(Shint ō , Buddhism, and Confucianism), and the status of Japanese women.  26   
Most importantly, wrote the author, “the Japanese surpassed all of the other 
peoples in Asia in terms of natural intelligence, keen intellect, skill, knowledge, 
and especially in wealth.”  27   Eb ü zziya Tevfik admired Japan’s organization, its 
orderliness, its art forms, and its flourishing private press  28  ; he associated a free 
press with democratic process and thus saw Japan as an example of successful 
constitutional government. A writer in the scientific magazine  Servet-i F   ü   n   û   n  
also argued thus:

  Upon Japan’s accepting Europe’s civilizational principles, it traversed 
stages on this road to civilization in a way that will be said to be 
extremely quick, or even extraordinary. And when [Japan] applied these 
to the country by obtaining every kind of civilized European attribute, 
it paid attention to the press, and, heeding its importance, now Japan’s 
presses have achieved as much progress and are as abundant as those in 
Europe.  29     

 The key to success was that “Japan, transforming its former self from 
 day-to-day, endeavored to imitate European civilization and its administrative 
procedures , but according to their national character  [his emphasis].”  30   Japan had 
struck a balance between Western scientific principle and Eastern morality in 
order to survive in the modern world. 

 Science, education, and technical modernization numbered among the 
press topics generally acceptable to the Hamidian authorities. For example, 
in the Ottoman-French language daily  Osm   â   nl   ı  , one author felt that “it is the 
approximately three to four hundred young Japanese who are studying the 
sciences in Europe that are the most helpful in [Japan’s] current progress.”  31   
 Servet-i F   ü   n   û   n , Ahmed  İ hsan’s long-running weekly pictorial and literary mag-
azine, usually covered only cultural substance up until the Sino-Japanese War 
because its readers wanted “ . . . information about Japan, which has adopted 
European civilization and which has manifested quite a lot of technologi-
cal and civilizational progress.”  32   General statements about Japan’s “progress” 
(terakkî) as one of the “civilized countries” ( mem   â   lik-i m   ü   temeddine ) abounded 
in the scientific, literary, and political journals, as did articles on Japan’s cul-
ture and people.  33   

 The Sino-Japanese War drew much attention in the Istanbul press. The 
Ottoman Navy’s bi-monthly  Ceride-yi Bahriye  was interested in Japanese naval 
vessels and firepower, carrying frequent articles about Japanese or Chinese 
fleets and decisions made by their commanding officers.  34   The Ottoman illus-
trated weekly  Resimli Gazete  included maps and detailed synopses of particular 
clashes between Chinese and Japanese forces in a neutral tone.  Servet-i F   ü   n   û   n  
pictured prominent military figures and battleships and often ignored or was 
willing to excuse Japanese colonial actions in the Korean peninsula.  35   Modern 
progress, including Japan’s modernization of its military forces, argued the 
paper’s contributors, had allowed Japan to win the war against China.  36   Most 
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of  Servet-i F   ü   n   û   n ’s articles on Japan, whether reviewing the status and duties of 
women in Japanese society, the growth of Japan’s press, medical care in its war 
hospitals, the streets of Japanese cities, even the art of Japanese flower arrange-
ment and the cultivation of bonsai trees, were introduced with a statement 
about Japan having obtained European civilization and an advanced level of 
Western progress.  37   The diversity of subject matter all contributed to a meta-
narrative on Japan that emphasized jointly its dual successes: according to 
Ottoman writers, Europe was the yardstick for reaching modernity technically 
and intellectually, and Japan had measured up. At the same time, however, 
Japan had been able to preserve its indigenous cultural heritage, reflected in its 
arts and social customs that were unlike any other nation’s. Japan had reached 
Chatterjee’s “moment of departure,” and Ottoman society was to strive for 
the same level of cultural preservation and progress as a new philosophy that 
would unite citizens in their quest to reach modernity. This narrative of Japan 
did not menace the power of the Ottoman authorities; it merely guided the 
populace in the proper direction. 

 The Sino-Japanese War in 1894–1895 heightened interest in Japan and 
stimulated the production of discourse on the Eastern nation in Ottoman 
sources. Two Ottoman military officers composed a manuscript titled  Military 
Information about China, Japan, and Korea  because they wanted to provide 
accurate information on China and Japan to their “comrades in arms” who 
did not comprehend the treatises written about this war in foreign languages 
they could not understand.  38   Detailed statistical and numerical data on the 
Japanese military (land and sea power) were included in this text, as were 
short explanations of Japanese conscription procedures, the rank system, 
weaponry (rifle technology in the nineteenth century was said to have come 
from Germany, on page 2), the education levels of soldiers, and a comparison 
of Japanese and European army training methods. Similar sections on Korea 
and China followed, and the last half of the manuscript was devoted to the 
“D â r  ü l-Harb”(the geopolitical environment of the Sino-Japanese conflict) and 
events of the war, recorded almost day-to-day, up to the date in which the 
essay was penned (pages 60–75). Information presented about specific battles 
seems to have been obtained via cables from Shanghai, Yokohama, Tien Tsin, 
or London. Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, impressed with previous Japanese good-
will after the  Ertu   ğ   rul  incident, observed the war and pondered solidifying the 
Ottoman Empire’s relationship with Japan.  39   Despite the Sultan’s inner skepti-
cism, expressions of the desire to establish firmer trade ties with the Japanese 
in East Asia surfaced in the Ottoman press. In 1897 Mehmed Tahir Bey’s 
Ottoman paper  Mal   û   m   â   t , the Palace mouthpiece, aired the Sultan’s opinions 
of Japan in its political news section. Praising how Japan had captured atten-
tion by “embracing European sciences, technologies, and numerous advance-
ments,” the island nation now desired the establishment of an embassy in the 
Ottoman capital; Japan had proven its sincerity in pursuing modernity “by 
adhering to a complete law code” and so  

   . . . the aforementioned [Japanese] government, adorned with great intel-
ligence and ideological firmness in progress, has implemented and pro-
moted European [methods] of commerce and industry in its own country, 
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and has turned the whole of Japan into a factory of progress, thanks to 
many [educational institutions]; it has attempted to secure and develop 
Japan’s ability in progress by using means to serve the needs of the soci-
ety such as benevolent institutions, railways, and in short, innumerable 
means of civilization.  40     

 For an Ottoman Sultan concerned with ridding his domain of foreign intrigues 
and elevating the status of the Empire to be included among the European 
Powers, Japan supplied the blueprint.  Mal   û   m   â   t  focused on Japan’s techno-
logical achievements (predominantly in the armed forces), its relations with 
Western powers as an equal, and the Ottoman Empire’s need to establish a 
firm political and economic alliance with the Japanese.  41   Japan had survived 
and flourished by learning the art of commerce, because “they had to save 
their country’s big industries from passing into [the hands of] foreigners.”  42   
Furthermore, it was assumed that Japan maintained its “unique” culture 
throughout its exchanges with the West.  43    Mal   û   m   â   t  reflected the Palace view 
that Japan’s ability to defend its sovereignty as well as its culture in the over-
whelming presence of Western attributes dominating concepts of moderniza-
tion and progress meant it had acquired the respect of the European Concert 
and was now a player in the international arena.  44   Because of this the Sultan 
both admired and feared Japan. 

 Communications from Ottoman ambassadors abroad sometimes reflected a 
hopeful bias toward Japan as well.  45   As Carter Findley explains in his study of 
Ottoman civil officials,  

  What generally differentiated the Ottoman diplomats’ role from that of 
their Western counterparts was that they represented the outside world 
to their compatriots, more than the other way around. Certainly through 
the mid-nineteenth century, the diplomats were virtually the vanguard 
of Westernizing cultural change, with all its mixed blessings.  46     

 Their orientation—as Ottoman statesmen inextricably attached to European 
society as well as to their own—led to a cognizance of both the need to coun-
ter Western advances with reform measures in order to protect the Empire, 
as well as to follow the Japanese example so as to succeed in maintaining 
European approval for these procedures. Aware and to an extent accepting of 
the paradigm subordinating their Empire and civilization to Western values, 
the Ottoman “second chance” with Europe, they believed, lay in choosing 
a path toward modern statehood that resembled that of Japan. That choice 
implied Western-style modernity without the loss of indigenous Eastern 
character. 

 The Ottoman Consul in New York, commenting on a newspaper report 
that expressed Japan’s desire to establish an embassy in Istanbul, remarked in 
1897 that the Japanese, “ . . . whose political program against Russia has taken 
a form that draws the attention of the Imperial [Ottoman] government, also 
has . . . civilizational capacity.”  47   How did Ottoman statesmen measure civiliza-
tional capacity? In a 1902 communiqu é  to the Ottoman foreign minister, the 
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Ottoman consul general in Singapore elucidated what national enlighten-
ment meant to him:

  The Japanese government has been in a progressive state of mind these 
last few years . . . Because the Japanese state works to advance [itself] from 
every angle, in every particular, and they strive to the utmost degree, 
currently they are undertaking regular service to America, Europe, 
China, and neighboring ports with big, beautiful steamers and postal 
ships . . . an easy and efficient transport, it almost rivals the European 
postal and cargo steamers . . . It is evident that we, the Imperial Ottoman 
state, and not the Japanese, will in a short time be left quite behind the 
most civilized nations.  48     

 The implementation of modern technology to advance state interests (com-
mercial and otherwise) subsequently led to membership in the European 
“club of civilized nations,” and the Ottoman state now had to strive even 
more diligently to reach these goals, or else be left behind. Ottoman officials 
functioning within a restrictive political system argued that the survival of the 
Ottoman polity into the modern era rested upon its ability to achieve these 
aims. 

 Sultan Abd ü lhamid II looked to Japan as a pattern of non-Western moral-
ity and modernization schemes that could reassert Ottoman sovereignty in 
the face of both European encroachment and challenges to his authority 
from within. For him, to view Japan as “Eastern” was to retain the Japanese 
Emperor as the custodian of Japanese culture and organizing principles, much 
as the Sultan considered himself the center around which Ottoman-Islamic 
political loyalties were elicited. The Sultan believed in the existence of a time-
less, Japanese indigenous morality embodied in the Emperor himself. This 
idea, promoted through publications consumed by Ottoman society at large, 
allowed the Sultan to ignore Japan’s recent political revolution that dissolved 
the Tokugawa past in favor of a reformed secular, parliamentary system and 
modernizing Meiji statesmen resembling their European counterparts. That 
reality would be too dangerous a prospect for what it could suggest in Ottoman 
lands. Additionally, constrained by threats emanating from close geographic 
proximity, the Sultan, his state, and subjects desired somehow to escape the 
whole scenario by “turning East,” away from Europe. Yet centuries of history 
deeply implicated in Europe forced the Ottoman Empire to remain connected. 
Unable to fully repress or sever this relationship with the West, the Ottoman 
solution to the dilemma was to look to the pattern of an “Eastern” Japan, 
refigured so as to bear signs of Western material progress while seemingly 
protecting Japanese heritage. 

 In 1901, Abd ü lhamid II commissioned an Ottoman translation of an essay 
written by a reporter named Hitomi from the Japanese newspaper  Kokumin  
[The Nation]. Hitomi had been dispatched by the Japanese government in 
Formosa (Taiwan) to the 1900 Paris Exposition; the treatise was titled  The 
Example of Japan’s Morality and Institutions .  49   The manuscript itself was sepa-
rated into various sections: the first two thirds discussed Japanese institutions 
and cultural attributes such as history, government administration, the role of 
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the Emperor, party politics, religious sects, arts and architecture. The last third 
elucidated Japanese “ ahl   â   k” : “virtues,” or “morality” that involved everything 
from marriage, women, raising children, funerary practices, and cleanliness, 
to food, clothing, and recreation. The final few pages were devoted to statis-
tics on Japan’s schools in 1896, and Japanese naval and army forces in 1897. 
The subject matter pertaining to Japan’s relationship with the Western Powers 
inevitably attracted the attention of the Sultan and officials in the Ottoman 
Empire, entrenched in their own Capitulatory difficulties with Europe and 
anxious to find a way out of their predicament. Hitomi explained that in 
1899 Japan was completely opened to foreigners, the Consular court system 
had been abrogated, and “Japan became the solitary nation in the Far East 
that presided over judicial issues of the Europeans,” so that “in this way Japan 
has come to occupy a rung in the ladder of the other civilized and equal 
nations.”  50   The Japanese declared parity with the West on the grounds of 
juridical practice, by annulling European extraterritorial privilege and guar-
anteeing the protection of rights and property on Japanese soil. In contrast to 
Japanese self-rule, exclaimed the Sultan in 1902, frustrated by foreign influ-
ences in his empire,  

  The principal factor which pushes our state into a catastrophe is the 
intriguing of the great powers. . . . We cannot advance our people, again 
because of the great powers . . . We could have repeated the much-praised 
progress of the Japanese, if we, too, were allowed peace for only ten 
years, at least. They are fortunate people compared to us, for they are 
at a distance from the claws of the Europeans and live in security. 
Unfortunately, our tent is pitched at the crossroads of the European 
hyenas.  51     

 Hitomi’s  The Example of Japan’s Morality and Institutions  portrayed Japan for a 
foreign audience, as the ruling oligarchy of Meiji statesmen preferred Japan 
to have been viewed.  52   The text always presented “particular Japanese” his-
torical development and used specific language that reminded the reader the 
Japanese themselves were the authors of this narrative.  53   The Charter Oath, 
promulgated by the Meiji government in 1868 to explicate the new national 
aims of the Japanese leadership, was reproduced in this manuscript to dem-
onstrate the “new dynamism given to national life”  54   in Japan that resulted 
in, among other things, the promulgation of the Meiji Constitution in 1889. 
Hitomi’s manifesto struck home with the Ottoman Sultan Abd ü lhamid II 
in his lament over dethronement and in his self-defense when blamed for 
mismanagement of the Empire in subsequent decades: the Sultan later com-
plained that “I could not find the type of senior statesmen that the Mikad ō  
had gathered around him. There was always something about both the exist-
ing statesmen and those that I trained that left every inclination to advance 
breathless.”  55   

 It is not clear who had access to Hitomi’s manuscript beyond the Sultan and 
his immediate circle, as the translation was never published. But Abd ü lhamid 
II certainly retained this information as a resource by which to gauge his own 
political problems. Japan was a reference point in discussing Ottoman politics 
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just after the reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution in 1908. When he 
met Young Turk leader Ahmed R ı za for the first time, R ı za said “Sire, there 
is no longer a disagreement between you and your nation. After this, Your 
Majesty will remain at our head and will render services to your own lands 
that the Mikad ō  carried out for Japan.”  56   The Sultan recalled this encounter, 
writing retrospectively in 1917 of the illogical comparison of his Ottoman 
Empire and the nation of Japan,  

  I do not know how appropriate it is to compare Ottoman lands to Japan, 
to expect success from this Sultan similar to that of that Emperor! Japan 
is a country of islands, tucked away on one side of the Pacific Ocean; it is 
a great society, ethnically integrated, uni-religious, uni-national. If there 
is any region in the world that it does not resemble, it is our wretched 
country. How could I have reconciled the Kurd and the Armenian, the 
Greek and the Turk, the Arab and the Bulgar?. . . . Never at any time did 
Mikad ō  Hatsuhito [ sic ] come up against such obstacles and never did 
Japan confront such difficulties.  57     

 Japan had become the trope for mapping modern progress and civilization 
onto a spiritual-geographical construct of East. The Sultan concurred with the 
Young Turks in their naive view that the Japanese had succeeded in reach-
ing modernity without compromising their Easternness and that they had 
reformed and modernized domestically without painful consequences to 
Japanese culture and society; Japan was demonstrating this potential inter-
nationally. But he was not willing to concede that the Ottoman Empire had 
failed to do what Japan had accomplished because of his own shortcomings 
in governing. In the Sultan’s eyes, Japan was spared the indignity of foreign 
intrigue that was rampant in Ottoman lands because Japan was small and 
geographically isolated. Its people were assumed to be united in ethnicity 
and religion, unlike the multiethnic, multilingual, multireligious Ottoman 
Empire. Even the Japanese Emperor’s tools—his statesmen—were supposedly 
superior to those of the Sublime Porte. 

 The Sultan’s awareness of the collapse of Ottoman unifying ideology at the 
turn of the century surfaced in his tirades against European imperialism and 
the lack of cohesion among the various peoples he considered his subjects, 
many of whom he felt collaborated with the West to destroy the Empire. 
His solution to this modern dilemma had not involved his own removal as 
the central figure in the Ottoman-Islamic political structure however; instead 
it required a conscious effort on the part of Ottoman members of the flock 
to come together under his authority, to preserve their indigenous heritage 
while modernizing self and country, all the while resisting European inter-
ference. Many Ottoman officials were coerced into supporting his position 
in the pre-revolution period, emphasizing above all the need to modernize 
infrastructure to survive and advance. Popular literature concerning Japan 
suggested ways for the Ottoman masses to “modernize self” without challeng-
ing the Sultan or state. Certain implications of the Meiji Restoration, then, 
had to be overlooked in this narrative of achieving “Eastern” modernity. The 
Young Turks, however, in their representations of Japan, took precisely the 
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opposite view. They differed radically in defining how to provide unity for the 
Ottoman Empire. Their wish for a transition into a modern, secular, constitu-
tional, and capitalist state relied upon the need for a dramatic revolution to 
match Japan’s political upheaval. Their Social Darwinist leanings demanded 
they acknowledge an innate cultural character from which to proceed upon 
the correct path, but their notion of “Easternness” would also come to have 
different implications for the Empire in the second constitutional period.  

  Pre-1908 Ottoman Politics, the Young Turks, and the 
Russo-Japanese War 

 The victory of the Japanese over Russia in the 1904–1905 war in East Asia 
was a historical watershed that surprised the world. Nowhere was the impact 
greater than in the Eastern world itself, where “the Russo-Japanese war awak-
ened all Muslims from Morocco to the islands of Java.”  58   Japan had survived 
political upheaval and the Meiji Revolution of 1868, resulting in its acceler-
ated industrialization in the following decades. In 1905 Japan was regarded 
as a modern, democratic constitutional monarchy, whose political system 
enabled it to sink the autocratic Czar’s Russian fleet. Indians under British 
domination, Iranians unhappy with their despotic ruler, and the Young Turks 
demanding the reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution were not blind to 
this feat. Japan’s victory over Russia was an inspiration for subjugated peoples 
to challenge the political authority of their conquerors, or it encouraged those 
who were dissatisfied with their present governments to attempt reform and/
or to revolt based on constitutional, representative principles. 

 Depending upon one’s relationship to the governing body of the Ottoman 
Empire, varying conclusions were reached as to the factors behind Japan’s suc-
cess. The conflict initiated an explosion of writings that celebrated Japan and 
its defeat of Russia. The undeniable significance of Japanese naval superiority 
for the Ottoman Empire rested in its own glorious past and its more recent 
debacles on the seas against European naval forces. Japan had a distinct sym-
bolic meaning: for the Sultan and Ottoman officials, the message was inter-
national in nature, as Japan’s victory had militarily reversed the positions of 
Orient and Occident. In addition, for many Ottoman observers disgruntled 
by the Sultan’s continued absolutist rule, Japanese military success came to be 
viewed as the tangible result of a constitutional, parliamentary system, tech-
nological reform, and Western forms of modern knowledge. For the general 
population, Japan still typically represented the power of Eastern sociocultural 
norms. 

 Sultan Abd ü lhamid II and his governing apparatus took an active inter-
est in the war and its political effects, both internationally and internally. 
Ottoman officer Pertev Bey (Demirhan) was posted in Manchuria as a military 
observer of the Russo-Japanese conflict and was one of the direct sources of 
information for the palace during the Russo-Japanese War. The contents of 
the Ottoman Sultan’s library indicate his personal fascination: three undated 
manuscript translations of books from French or Russian in his private library 
and a vast number of military and photo albums he collected expose his avid 
curiosity about Japan at the time.  59   Ottoman officials communicated to the 
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Sublime Porte, the Grand Vezir’s Office, or to the Sultan their observations 
about European impressions of Japan and their own perceptions of the cur-
rent war in East Asia. France felt its colonies threatened by Japan.  60   Germany’s 
military was impressed enough to imitate the siege of Port Arthur in train-
ing maneuvers.  61   Some Ottoman ambassadors predicted the outcome of the 
war based on what they saw as Japan’s successful modernization and, conse-
quently, its naval victories over Russia.  62   Others abroad thought that Europe 
attempted to stay neutral in the conflict, although this war solidified the 
Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902. Ottoman officialdom was both anxious about 
Japanese influence and impressed with their military capabilities, particularly 
the naval campaigns. Japanese performance in the war and its military prow-
ess had even impressed some dissatisfied subjects of the Ottoman Empire with 
nascent nationalist feeling who utilized Japanese training in their fight for 
independence.  63   At least one bureaucrat, A ş  çı  Dede  İ brahim Halil, an Ottoman 
Ministry of War official with sufi leanings, was known to have become so 
obsessed about the outcome of the war that “ . . . he felt called to pray for the 
Japanese, and even came to believe he was their ‘spiritual commander.’”  64   

 For all their interest in the geopolitical outcome of the conflict, Sultan 
Abd ü lhamid II and the Sublime Porte were concerned about the ideological 
messages imbedded in a Japanese victory over Russia. While obviously pleased 
with the rout of his Russian nemesis, the Sultan hesitated to demonstrate too 
much excitement over Japan’s victory. His censors restricted and manipulated 
enthusiasm for Japan’s victories in the papers in an attempt to channel poten-
tially dangerous political energy into more general sentiments of pride over 
an Eastern nation’s modern advances and resentment against Western injus-
tices. The Sultan interpreted excessive praise in the press for   Japan’s Emperor 
or the Emperor’s sanction of Meiji era constitutionalism as criticism of the 
Hamidian regime.  65   But comments on Japan’s challenge to European onto-
logical and political hegemony in remarks such as “humans’ salvation and 
civilization that is appearing on the horizon, let us see, will it set in the East or 
the West?”  66   or discourse describing Japanese character as generally “refined, 
faithful, and humane”  67   would not be construed as slanderous against the 
Sultan or Ottoman authorities, and thus was permitted. 

 The Sultan and his censors could not completely control Ottoman pub-
lic enthusiasm for Japan however, nor could they inhibit the overwhelming 
amount of imagery of the Russo-Japanese War spilling into everyday Ottoman 
life. Maps of East Asia were splashed across the front pages of daily newspa-
pers such as  As   ı   r  in Salonika, as were regular and at times sensationalist col-
umns comparing military forces and leaders of the armies or navies.  Servet-i 
F   ü   n   û   n ’s pictorials included the Japanese fleet and Admiral Togo, Japanese 
infantry and cavalrymen, photos of cities in Manchuria such as Dalny and 
Port Arthur, and hospitals in Tokyo using the latest medical techniques from 
Germany.  68   A whole genre of writings on the Japanese nation had flourished 
just prior to Japan’s entry into and during its war with Russia in 1904; recog-
nizing the Porte’s inability to eradicate the Japanese historical analogy from 
the Ottoman public realm, state-sponsored material that emphasized politi-
cally nonthreatening aspects of Japanese history, society, and culture made 
its way into the printing press.  69   Literature on Japan consisted of translations 
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of European authors, books by Ottoman officials in various ministries, articles 
in different newspapers or journals, and several pictorial magazines devoted 
exclusively to the war.  70   Frequently, there was no citation of sources, the facts 
were blurred, the writers unknown. The prolific amount of Japanese images 
that appeared, however, and the repetition of certain depoliticized themes 
aimed at co-opting Ottoman society into a particular path of modernity with-
out threatening the current domestic political arrangement is what is most 
noticeable, whether about Japan fiercely guarding its independence against 
Western imperialism, or Japanese character making the difference between an 
enslaved nation and a liberated one. 

 The Ottoman Ministry of Public Instruction commissioned the publication 
of Birecikli N â m ı k Ekrem’s short essay,  The Japanese,  which concluded his 
translation of a book called  In Japanese Waters .  71   Ekrem’s essay represented 
the state-sponsored view of Japan as it was produced for the Ottoman reading 
public, that is, the ideological framework from which the Ottoman Sultan and 
his officials proceeded in order to cultivate in the populace a sense of loyalty 
toward the state, as patriotic subjects of an “Eastern” Empire pursuing a pro-
gram of modernization. Much of Ekrem’s treatise was devoted to the Japanese 
school system, although there were other sections on Japanese manufacturing 
and agriculture, and several pages concerning the status of Japanese women. 
Ekrem linked Japanese character and the nation’s progress together in a way 
that the Ottoman Sultan and state did not consider threatening to the politi-
cal order, but beneficial to the Empire’s continued economic survival. 

 Given the rigidity of the Hamidian regime and the possibility of a cease-
production order being issued against a publisher of anything considered 
seditious material, little to no discussion of Japan appeared in the Levantine 
Arabic press immediately following Japanese war victories in 1895 and 1905. 
What scanty news did surface in the pages of the pre-1908 Arabic press in 
Syria suggests that Japan’s modernization and military victories could only be 
proffered as politically benign investigations of Japan’s origins, of its relation-
ship with the West, and of its ability to successfully borrow and adapt knowl-
edge to suit the country. Suggestions of how these concepts could be applied 
to benefit the Ottoman Empire had to be carefully worded so as to avoid 
rebuke by the Ottoman censor, though at times Ottoman Arab intellectuals 
took risks in extolling Japanese achievements that carried some politically 
antagonistic comments. In 1902, Jurj ī  Niq ū l ā  B ā z (b. 1882–1959), a Beiruti 
nicknamed the “savior of the woman” ( “na   ṣ    ī   r al-mar  ̔   a” ),  72   delivered a lecture 
called  The Progress of Japan  to the Benevolent Sun Society in Beirut, where 
it was then published in the newspapers  al-Ma   ḥ   abba  and  al-R   ā    ’   id.   73   In it B ā z 
traced Japan’s transformation into a modern state, interjecting into his histor-
ical narrative editorial remarks on the character of the Japanese, in contrast to 
what he considered shortcomings “in us.”  74   B ā z claimed that the government 
always recognized what was most beneficial, most advantageous for the peo-
ple, whether it be allowing freedom of religion or building schools to teach 
modern sciences. The Japanese love of science and respect for the learned 
led to knowledge being associated with action as one of the most important 
and fundamental principles behind their success; B ā z claimed “the Japanese 
did not consider any act beneficial or useful to their country except if they 
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could manifest it from the realm of speculation to the realm of execution.”  75   
Japanese strength of character combined with good government policy was 
the secret behind their success. 

 Implicit in B ā z’s discussion of Japanese political history was a subtext of 
anti-Hamidian thoughts that certainly would have concerned the Ottoman 
censor for their political content: first, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 and 
victory for the Mikad ō  meant the country would “have a respite from oppres-
sion and tyranny.”  76   Japan was said to have exchanged “a tyrannical, abso-
lutist regime” for one with “constitutional authority” and the inauguration 
of a parliamentary government with a House and Senate of three hundred 
members.  77   Considering the pressure placed on Sultan Abd ü lhamid II by 
his Young Turk critics to reinstate the 1876 constitution at the turn of the 
century, public statements such as this one were criticism of continuing 
autocracy in Ottoman lands. But B ā z also mentioned another sensitive issue 
that currently impeded Ottoman authority: Japan’s progress, he argued, was 
dependent upon the establishment of true sovereignty through international 
treaties: “Japan entered the ranks of the Great Powers upon [signing] the 
Shimonoseki Peace Treaty with China in 1895. First it abrogated Consular 
privileges on its soil and made foreigners and [Japanese] citizens equal before 
the law, in consideration of national rights.”  78   The Ottoman inability to nul-
lify the Capitulations with European powers had been a frustration to the 
Sublime Porte for decades. Japan’s success in this endeavor is argued to be 
the basis for its rapid progress and its political and economic development, 
in contrast to the Ottoman failure to protect its subjects’ rights and the sub-
sequent misfortunes of the Empire in the international arena. B ā z concluded 
his speech by pondering the differences between Japan and the Ottoman 
Empire, particularly considering Ottoman proximity to Europe and the lon-
gevity of relations between the two. “Do we not have a just government and 
a sovereign who loves to advance his people?” he quipped.  79   His response, 
quoted below, may have cleared him from censure by the Ottoman authori-
ties, but the tone of his words nonetheless could be construed as a subtle 
criticism of the current political situation:

  Yes, yes, we have a sovereign fervent in the welfare of his nation. Vigilant 
over the advancement of his people, he loves the progress of his sons. 
And we also are in an era of enlightenment. But it is habit and restraint. 
It is imitation and separatism, and a lack of patriotism, and self-love that 
are the issues dropping a curtain over our eyes, leaving us unchanged. 
Whereas our brothers, the Japanese progress day by day, year by year, 
we are content to observe their news. We console ourselves that they 
are Easterners and in the East are found states that tend to themselves, 
preserving their independence. . . . It is necessary to discover the arm of 
determination and initiative and strike out under a banner of unity. To 
resist the spread of evil customs. . . . To reconcile knowledge and action. 
And provide well for educating our youth, men of the future, and plant 
in our minds sound principles and love of homeland and self-reliance, 
like the Japanese.  80     
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 The Beiruti monthly  al-Mashriq  ( The Orient ) founded by Jesuit priest Father 
Luis Shaykhu in 1898 has been compared to the scientific, literary Arabic jour-
nals  al-Muqtaṭaf    and  al-Hil   ā   l  published by Syrian Christian  é migr é s in Egypt.  81   
Articles on Japan in this Christian Arab publication were among the few to 
appear at all in Greater Syria around the time of the 1905 Russo-Japanese War; 
given the sectarian rift in the Levant between French-supported Catholic Arabs 
and Greek Orthodox Christians under Russian protection, it would be no sur-
prise that this journal subtly rejoiced at Japan’s victory over Russian forces in 
Port Arthur.  82   Typical of pre-1908 Revolution Beirut, the heart of Arab liter-
ary renaissance culture but under watchful Ottoman  mekt   û   pc   î  s,  al-Mashriq ’s 
discourse on Japan did not directly challenge the authorities with politically 
sensitive comments, though implicit in it was an appeal for a more liberal, 
representative government.  83   According to the Jesuit fathers, ethnicity, moral-
ity, and language bound the Japanese together, as did their indigenous spiritu-
ality, which was significant insofar as it formed Japanese resolution and firm 
will to reform and modernize the country. Thanks to this resolve, the Japanese 
had abrogated their unequal privileges for foreign powers so that extraterrito-
riality was impossible, yet foreigners could move about the country, buy prop-
erty, and engage in commerce freely under Japanese law.  84   In securing these 
practices, Japan had proven its civility by conforming to nineteenth-century 
ideas of international law, thereby gaining the West’s acceptance. In addi-
tion, the Japanese were now endowed with a parliamentary government that 
further guaranteed civilian rights and private property, in accordance with 
European principles.  85   Both B ā z and Father Shaykhu ascribed the implementa-
tion of just, constitutional principles of government in Japan to the tenacity 
of Japanese moral character, which effected a patriotic spirit. For them, Arabo-
Islamic conventions could elicit the same process in the Empire, resulting at 
last in an Ottoman parliament. 

 The Young Turk movement that came to oppose the Sultan’s regime did 
not dispute views of Japan’s “Eastern morality” and modern technologi-
cal advances as the keys to reaching modernity, but they interpolated the 
message of Japanese modernity in ways that had more political nuance and 
more far-reaching consequences for the stability of the Empire: not only was 
their intention to disrupt the traditional political order through revolution, 
but their conception of moral character deviated from that which resonated 
with the Sultan and the Ottoman masses—that of a more traditional Islamic 
 identity—and evolved into a proto-nationalist idea of patriotic duty to coun-
try, which would become increasingly exclusive in nature. Their form of mod-
ern progress became synonymous with rational science and secularism. 

 Studies of the Young Turks have revealed the diverse elements and ideol-
ogy that characterized this political movement from its inception to its ulti-
mate success in reinstating the Ottoman constitution in 1908 and deposing 
Abd ü lhamid II in 1909.  86   The expression “Young Turk” refers generally to the 
category of those who opposed Sultan Abd ü lhamid II’s regime and carried out 
the 1908 constitutional revolution. The term “Young Turk,” as Hasan Kayal ı  
aptly noted in his monograph, is “ . . . an unfortunate misnomer, because it 
implies that the group of liberal constitutionalists called Young Turks con-
sisted exclusively of Turks, or even of Turkish nationalists. The Young Turks, 
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in fact, included in their ranks many Arabs, Albanians, Jews, and in the early 
stages of the movement, Armenians and Greeks.”  87   As the successor to the 
Young Ottomans, this group loosely described as the Young Turk movement 
had a philosophy that departed in many ways from its predecessors: it was 
“originally ‘scientific,’ materialist, Social Darwinist, elitist, and vehemently 
anti-religious; it did not favor representative government.”  88   The Young Turks 
were profoundly influenced by the antireligious thought of B ü chner’s scien-
tific materialism and by Auguste Comte’s Positivism, including his systematic 
approach to societies that emphasized the relationships between people and 
the division of labor in hierarchically ordered levels, while simultaneously 
critiquing European morals and imperialist behavior. Haeckel and his Social 
Darwinist following in Germany, their vision of bourgeoisie social aristoc-
racy as the “fittest” members of society best suited lead the nation,  89   and the 
racial theorizing of Herbert Spencer and Gustave Le Bon that ranked different 
peoples in a hierarchy of intelligence and civilization according to “rational” 
principles, all informed Young Turk views of human relations, globally and 
domestically. 

 The meaning of governance and power, political and otherwise, was recog-
nized by the anti-Hamidian Young Turk movement to have been changing in 
the late nineteenth century. For them, mere access to and the ability to engage 
in the exploration of Western thought connoted power in and of itself—ac-
cording to what was going to become in the contemporary era a universally 
understood principle of the structure of the modern nation-state with a patri-
archal set of elites who operated as the central authorities. To be a member of 
their new conception of a ruling class, one had to be familiar with Western 
ideas of secular science and technology, conversant in the principles of consti-
tutionalism, parliamentary democracy, and capitalist laissez-faire economics, 
as well as possessing dedication to the nation as a patriotic duty. The notion 
of nation for a powerful group within these Young Turks who emerge out of 
the future CUP government would also evolve with a more exclusive, racially 
defined meaning. 

 Young Turk exiles synthesized all of these ideas into a particular platform, 
which they propagated in the Balkans, Paris, Geneva, and Cairo in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in an effort to dislodge Sultan 
Abd ü lhamid II from power and to establish a reformed government system. 
The nation of Japan figured prominently in this Young Turk ideological dis-
course, especially once the Russo-Japanese War appeared to be demonstrat-
ing their arguments quite dramatically on the battlefield. Japan’s successful 
reform and modernization program based upon Western scientific methods, 
and its (perceived) preservation of native Eastern culture and morality, were 
two patterns derived in Japan from mid-nineteenth century neo-Confucian 
epistemology, but re-articulated into Social Darwinism. These enabled Japan 
to perform the ultimate task: to resist Western imperialist forces and par-
ticipate in the international arena as an equal power. Pursuing these same 
aims in the Ottoman Empire would not directly threaten the domestic power 
arrangement as long as they appealed to the Sultan as supreme sovereign and 
guarantor of Islamic traditions. Yet, in the press of the Young Turks in exile 
in the last years of Abd ü lhamid II’s reign, Japanese achievements were used 
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as a political weapon to wield against the Sultan. The Young Turks compared 
Japan’s successes internally and abroad to what they deemed the dismal fail-
ures of the Sultan and his Empire; their Social Darwinist selectivity would 
disavow not only a recent history of Ottoman failures vis- à -vis Europe, but 
also the absolute position occupied by the Sultan-Caliph in governing the 
Empire. In its place would form a secular, capitalist, constitutionalist, and 
nationalist conception of statehood they believed Japan to have pioneered, 
one that could finally obtain equality with Europe for them, and a mod-
ern, prosperous society that would retain a discernible Ottoman (“Eastern”) 
essence. 

 While the Ottoman Sultan defended his reign by comparing Japan to 
his faltering empire, prior to the 1908 revolution the Young Turk move-
ment deployed images of Japanese constitutional monarchy and indepen-
dent nationhood to express their resistance to Western imperialism and to 
acknowledge the civilizational ascent of the Orient. The politically excluded 
Young Turks were equally fervent in their intention to critique the Sultan 
with this discourse and to advance arguments for massive reforms to be 
implemented in the Ottoman Empire. For them, Japan represented one 
possible Ottoman future, provided the tyrannical Sultan could be removed 
from the political equation. Supporters of the Young Turk movement had to 
operate clandestinely in areas firmly within the boundaries of the empire; 
therefore this imagery was often produced in books or newspaper articles 
that only very subtly conveyed a critical message. Young Turk activists fur-
ther afield could be less cautious in their expressions against the Sultan and 
more direct in praising the ways in which Japan differed from the current 
state of Ottoman affairs: those resident in Cairo were beyond the reach of 
the Sultan, as Egypt was only nominally an Ottoman province after the 
issuance of an imperial decree in 1841 and less so after its occupation by 
the British in 1882. Their voices of dissent against the Hamidian regime 
resonated through the pages of an oppositional Ottoman press that clearly 
circulated beyond Egypt. Young Turk exiles in Europe published newspa-
pers in which they even more fiercely criticized Abd ü lhamid II’s autocracy 
and demanded a revolution, often invoking Japan’s accomplishments in 
their reasoning. 

 The Young Turk platform reproduced in their press had several features in 
common with state-sponsored publications discussed previously, with notice-
able distinctions. Young Turk propaganda addressed the specific international 
and domestic problems the Ottoman Empire faced; like Abd ü lhamid II and his 
officials, they felt frustration over European interference in Ottoman political 
affairs and the seizure of Ottoman territories. Similarly, the abstract concep-
tion of this uneven power balance between East and West translated into a 
conviction on the part of Young Turks of an ontological division between 
Orient and Occident, and their definite place within that framework as fellow 
Easterners with a particular indigenous heritage that could be preserved as the 
state modernized. While many of the Young Turks identified themselves as 
having been enlightened by Western civilization and thus sought inclusion 
into the European fold, they still recognized European resistance to seeing 
them as racial and intellectual equals, and the Young Turks did not believe 
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(especially prior to the 1908 Revolution) that the binary itself was invalid—
historical and geographical closeness to Europe simply did not permit them 
the intellectual liberty to fully deconstruct the East-West ontology. Instead, 
they turned to Japan as a mediator for involvement with Europe. Japan exem-
plified for the Ottoman ruling elite and the Young Turk opposition alike the 
ability of an Eastern nation to reverse the Orientalist hierarchy, theoretically 
as well as physically, in the global arena. 

 The solution to the Ottoman dilemma of being an “inferior” on the civ-
ilizational ladder was to modernize in a scientific, progressive fashion that 
would place the Empire on par with Western p P owers as Japan had done. 
However, it is here that the Young Turk search for a new unifying ideology 
vastly differed from the conception proposed by the current Ottoman ruling 
class. The Sultan and the Sublime Porte used the example of Japan to appeal 
to the Ottoman public to preserve native character while acquiring modern 
science and technology, thus contributing to the continued existence of the 
Empire without altering the traditional Ottoman-Islamic political structure. 
The Young Turks, however, as a politically excluded element, sought modern-
ization of society  and  state through the application of Western science and 
technology as represented by Japan. In other words, the Young Turk notion 
of modernity required modernization of the Ottoman political arrangement 
to include an overthrow of autocracy and the reinstatement of the constitu-
tion, and they deployed images of a constitutional Japan with an enlightened 
monarch to frame these arguments. In short, their new ideology challenging 
Western imperial and ontological hegemony also involved the removal of the 
Sultan as the political object around which to elicit loyalty and service in the 
name of the Empire. The modern, “Eastern,” constitutional polity itself that 
the Young Turks were envisioning and that Japan symbolized replaced the 
Ottoman Sultan as the unifying object. 

 The Young Turk movement drew a very important principle from Le Bon 
and his contemporaries from which to argue for the installation of a new 
regime: they desired to establish themselves as the Western-educated, elite 
intellectual aristocracy that would guide the Ottoman masses into moder-
nity. Ottoman society was conceived as “ . . . a pyramid; the base of that 
pyramid was made of masses called  peuple , and the top was composed of the 
class of intelligentsia.”  90   Deeming the Ottoman populace too uneducated, 
too ignorant, and generally unready for a say in political affairs, the Young 
Turks considered parliamentary representative government dangerous in 
the hands of the masses in a diverse society such as the Ottoman Empire. 
Yet Sultan Abd ü lhamid II’s absolutism, confirmed by his suspension of the 
constitution in 1878, required the Young Turk opposition to demand what-
ever was antithetical to his regime at the time. Constitutional government 
was not merely a popular current that, according to Western philosophy, 
in part indicated the degree to which a nation was “civilized”; the Young 
Turks’ version of constitutionalism certainly would be capable of guaran-
teeing their position as the higher echelon of government while imposing 
limitations upon the Sultan’s autocratic rule. And for this reason the model 
of Japan further appealed to the Young Turks. Japan appeared to have cul-
tivated a similar elite intelligentsia, the Meiji  genr   ō   in,  who surrounded the 



Ottoman Politics and the Japanese Model   135

Japanese Emperor, who had conducted the successful revolution, mod-
ernized the state and nation, and established a constitutional monarchy. 
Japan was the apex of Young Turk philosophical, political, and national 
aspirations. 

 The Young Turk exile Dr. Abdullah Cevdet, one of the original founders of 
the secret CUP organized in 1889, criticized the Ottoman ruling class for not 
carrying out their duties as educators of the nation,stressing the drastic differ-
ence between Japanese administrators and Ottoman bureaucrats in their ser-
vice to their respective homelands. Objecting to individuals surrounding the 
Ottoman Sultan or those in powerful government positions whose corruptive 
influence had weakened the Empire, he wrote enthusiastically:

  Japan sent twenty thousand students all at once to Europe and America 
in the first stage of its awakening. It is no joke, twenty thousand I 
say! Upon returning to their country, these twenty thousand students 
brought about prosperity and organization as [though they were] mir-
acle-workers. We want with all sincerity and humility to bring this 
twenty thousand number to the attention of our Ministers of Education, 
Public Works, Finance, Forestry, War, Navy, Agriculture, and Postal-
Telegraph-Telephone, and especially to their fathers who possess wealth 
and zeal.  91     

 Abdullah Cevdet reproached the endemic patronage system in the Empire 
that corrupted the   Ottoman administration by installing incompetent peo-
ple in certain government offices: “fathers who possess wealth and zeal” 
undoubtedly was both an insult to those officials whose well-connected 
fathers had obtained positions for them, and a plea for these fathers to 
send their sons abroad to study, as their earnest (and affordable) duty to 
the homeland. While channeling his criticism into an argument support-
ing modern education, Abdullah Cevdet implied the need to replicate the 
Japanese state’s actions in producing capable statesmen by sending student 
missions overseas to study Western science and technology. It was a choice 
that the Ottoman state should recognize and act upon; a new elite com-
posed of European-educated intellectuals should form the Ottoman admin-
istrative core. 

 In contrast to the Hamidian state’s severe censorship of information con-
cerning the Russo-Japanese War for fear of its potentially suggestive messages 
for the reading audience (especially concerning constitutionalism), the Young 
Turk press in the Balkans and in exile in Paris, Geneva, and Cairo persistently 
presented their interpretations of the Russo-Japanese conflict through the lens 
of the ideological perspective described above. Their sociogeographic position 
as Eastern exiles in Europe placed them between two worlds: they had access 
to Western philosophies, science and technology; those resident in Europe 
were keenly aware of the ontological division between East and West and were 
often frustrated by its implications. But, despite temptation to identify with 
the “superior” races because of their own elite status, having been directly 
subject to the West’s view of the East as inferior, they did not sympathize with 
the rampant paranoia of “Yellow Peril” emerging in Europe about Japan. In 
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fact while arguing for the preservation of Ottoman integrity amid European 
threats to the Empire’s continued existence, the Young Turks utilized the 
example of the Japanese, one of Le Bon’s “average races,” and Japan’s pursuit 
of rational science, to alter the conclusions within his framework about the 
fate of the Turkish race.  92   As   Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet  put it in late 1904,  

  Some Europeans and some Ottomans who imitate whatever they see 
without understanding, consider us a race in the lower part of the racial 
hierarchy. Let us say it in plain Turkish: they regard the Turks as second 
class human beings. Japanese people, being of the stock of the yellow 
race, are annihilating the slander against nature with the progress in 
their country and with their cannons and rifles in Manchuria.  93     

 The Young Turks’ sincere solidarity with the Japanese nation was made 
clear by a communiqu é  from the Ottoman Consulate in Geneva report-
ing on the activities of Abdullah Cevdet’s group there, explaining their 
pro-Japanese sentiments during the war in East Asia. It read as follows: “I 
am hurrying to submit information that I just received, that all the Young 
Turks here sent a telegraph out to the Japanese Emperor via the ambas-
sador in Paris, containing congratulations for the seizure of Port Arthur 
by the Japanese.”  94   The Young Turk paper  B   â   lk   â   n  also expressed pleasure 
at the Russian defeat and hoped it was a sign of change in power relations 
between East and West:

  The Turks are quite pleased because of the Russians’ war with the 
Japanese. After this war, the Turks’ affection and good will toward the 
Japanese has grown immensely; for some reason the Turks are rather 
thrilled at Japanese advances. So much so that they hope in the future 
the Japanese will retaliate greatly against governments such as Russia, 
that have provoked Muslims.  95     

 The Young Turks did not reject racial theory, but instead believed the Russo-
Japanese War had reordered these assumptions. In fact, Turkish nationalists’ 
emphasis on race in subsequent years as a major determinant of identity 
gained its momentum during and immediately after this war, when “ . . . the 
Young Turks commented upon this event as ‘destroying the ideas that for cen-
turies saw Asians as the inferior race of humans.’”  96   In Paris, the Young Turk 
paper   Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet  claimed inversion of the hierarchy was at hand, since 
“ . . . the Japanese have severely wounded Russia’s Far East fleet . . . ,” so  

  the Far East, against the eyes of a bewildered [Western] world that is 
bent upon itself, is manifesting such fiery crimson pictures, such bloody 
images, representing the setting of the might and glory of a great state 
in the north! With strength and power, with armed resistance against 
the tyranny of occupation, with grandeur and intimidation, today, as if 
flames poured out upon the horizon from the far reaches of the East, a 
sun rises by the name of Japan!  97     
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 Repeatedly, Young Turk journalists extolled Japan as it battled mammoth 
Russia, disproving for them the Orientalist claim of Eastern inferiority. Ahmed 
R ı za, the Positivist, antireligious Young Turk leader in Paris, often used Japan 
in his  Mechveret Suppl   é   ment Fran   ç   ais  to his Ottoman bi-monthly paper  Me   ş   veret  
to turn upside-down the racial hierarchy that placed Asians on the bottom 
rung:

  Appetized by the potential result, Russia, “advanced sentry of Christian 
civilization,” wanted alone to conduct . . . a peaceful penetration into 
Manchuria. Now, it happened that the Japanese, these other barbarians, 
these poor primitive enlistees into the inferiority of their race, had the 
audacity to block the path of the monster of the North. The amazement 
was universal. Why! Was it not conceded that, if Japan wanted to lodge 
bullets in the skin, this was a new thing for it to be permitted to do, in 
the European mold.  98     

 Ahmed R ı za’s editorials revealed not only his satisfaction over the Japanese 
upheaval of the racial hierarchy, but also his condemnation of European 
imperialist actions. His scientific rationalism had no place for religion, Islam 
or Christianity. 

 Despite obstacles thrown before it, Ahmed R ı za saw Japan evolving ratio-
nally into a modern, patriotic nation, one more logical than and thus supe-
rior to any in Europe. He was in awe of Japan’s ability to dumbfound Europe 
and their single-minded notions of an Oriental Japan, commenting on it in 
“Turquie et Japon”:

  What an imposing spectacle—and at the same time heartrending for 
our patriotism—that is what we are offered by Japan! Behold a people 
that, fifty years past was considered a horde of noble savages, at most 
exciting the literary curiosity of some eccentric writers. Europe assessed 
their vases, their fans and their silks in fanciful drawings. And that was 
rather about all. Now, silently, in the fever of a lofty national concep-
tion and nobly ambitious aspirations, a magnificent evolution is at 
work. Bounding ahead so to speak, this people found its way through 
the disdain or the simple arrogance of the Western Powers and reached 
the level of modern civilization. This miracle was owing to the extraor-
dinary will of the Japanese to be counted among the Great Powers from 
three points of view: intellectual, commercial, and military.  99     

 The aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War signified the continued hypocrisy 
of the Western world, however, and the irrationality of a paradigm placing 
Europe into the category of “superior.” The emphasis Ahmed R ı za placed on 
race as the determining factor in characterizing peoples was distinctly pointed 
out in this passage expressing his disappointment in the West:

  The military successes of Japan served to expose to the world not only 
the incapacity, the wounds, the vices, and the indignities of the Czar’s 
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administration, but also the state of mind of Russia in general. The 
famous Russian writer Tolstoy goes further: “The Japanese victory,” he 
wrote, “showed in a most evident way, not only to Russia but to the 
whole Christian world, all of the worthlessness of external [appearances 
of] civilization of which the Christian peoples are so proud . . . ” In the 
end, nothing will be changed. The politics the Western Powers will pur-
sue, as has happened before, works for the abstraction of truth, moral-
ity, and justice. Europe was not unaware of the intellectual and moral 
superiority of Japan before the war. . . . What is curious and at the same 
time terrible in this political movement is that the “superior” race looks 
to be displeased when an “inferior” race marches against a monster in 
the way of progress. How to explain the pretension of Europe, then, of 
wanting to civilize Asia, since, when a people of these regions endeavors 
to raise itself, [Europe] condemns it immediately as a “peril” of such and 
such color?  100     

 Furthermore, R ı za went on, after the war the United States and the European 
powers collaborated with an evil intent—to hamper Japan’s advance with 
the Treaty of Portsmouth.  101   Not only had Japan proven its civility and prog-
ress in this conflict, it also had shown the West’s true nature as an opportu-
nistic aggressor. Closer to home, R ı za scoffed at the notion that Russia, as a 
member of the Christian “civilized” world, would be so arrogant as to think 
it could maintain this falsity and inflict its status upon an “inferior” people, 
because  

   . . . as Ottomans, our appreciation doubles with this valuable observa-
tion: that the Russo-Japanese campaigns have awakened us to the moral, 
intellectual and political disorganization of the Czar’s government, this 
government that had presumed to come in order to civilize us.  102     

 How did the Japanese actively manage to turn this conception of East as infe-
rior and West as superior upside-down? How did they achieve at least a sem-
blance of newfound “equality” with Europe that was eventually expected to 
reverse the fortunes of Asians? Some exiled Young Turks attributed Japan’s 
success to its ability to maintain its isolation.  103   

 Typically, the Young Turks mapped Japan’s achievements onto their per-
ceptions of what modernity implied, whether that be a racial conception of 
identity, or a secular, rationalist view of modern nationhood. To some exiles, 
Japan’s Darwinist utilitarian approach to the world showed itself through the 
use of science and technology to oppose antiquated beliefs in empires and reli-
gions, so that “one could say without exaggeration that in the Russo-Japanese 
war, it was depravity, religious hatred, the holy spirits of bishops, and the 
arrogance of czarism that fought [and was] breached by virtue, love, scien-
tific spirit, and constitutional organization.”  104   In fact Ahmed R ı za, clearly 
influenced by Positivism and Le Bon’s hypothesis of a people’s energy and 
perseverance yielding their particular destiny, argued that Japan’s scientific 
pragmatism was based on its people’s moral character:



Ottoman Politics and the Japanese Model   139

  The so-called inferior yellow race has demonstrated its superiority and 
its aptitude for progress . . . the Japanese army, whose equipment and 
sanitary services were admirably organized with method and without 
invocations to idols, achieved victories by a series of operations scientifi-
cally conceived so as not to have anything to disentangle from celestial 
mediation. . . . It is acceptable to add that the Japanese likewise owe their 
glory to the passionate cult of honor and of the homeland. . . . The aston-
ishing modesty that they showed in their triumph is again an indication 
of their moral superiority.  105     

 To Young Turk exiles increasingly enamored with ideas of nationalism and 
love of homeland, Japan’s moral character was intimately connected to the 
execution of patriotic duty. For some Young Turk activists who still adhered to 
the notion of Ottomanism as a national ideology, such as Abdullah Cevdet (at 
least during the era of the Russo-Japanese War), sectarian strife that inhibited 
solidarity implied a failure to carry out one’s service for the homeland. His 
journal   İ   ctih   â   d  censured Ottoman society:

  If the Japanese had seen in us a bit of life, a bit of self-respect, a little 
patriotism ( hubb-i vatan ), and an inkling of progress, they would not 
have delayed in inviting us into a defensive and offensive union. How 
could we, the Ottoman nation ( millet ) that could not unite its own races, 
have convoked a unity with the Japanese? The Armenian, the Kurd, the 
Arab, the Maronite, we are busy slaughtering each other in every corner 
of the empire.  106     

 Ottoman disunity led to a lack of patriotism and progress according to Abdullah 
Cevdet, so much so he believed that the Japanese refused to sign a pact with 
the Ottomans. However, other Young Turk exiles such as the contributors to 
the nationalist organ of the Young Turks in Cairo,  T   ü   rk , began considering a 
more restricted definition of the Empire as a Turkish nation; they also ideal-
ized the Japanese nation-state,  

   . . . in all [its] natural disposition and knowledge a homogenous people 
that from end to end is touched by the same sentiments, pursues the 
same hopes. They love the homeland, with zeal fall victim for the sake 
of the homeland, in an instant they sacrifice lives for honor and dignity, 
lives that they sincerely loved and appreciated. They never fear death.  107     

 This the Japanese demonstrated in war, unlike the Russian soldier:

  Compare these moral failings of the Russians with the stoic suicide of 
the Japanese in the presence of a duty of honor . . . Compare this admira-
ble Japanese understanding for the good and the grandeur of the shared 
homeland with the complete absence of self-esteem and patriotism of 
the armed Russian!  108     
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 But it is not the Russian who should take heed. In a plea to Ottoman citizens 
to act patriotically as Japan has,   Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet  warned of the dangers to the 
Empire and its only salvation:

  We should take note of Japan, this nation which has become rivals with 
the Great Powers in thirty to forty years. One should pay attention to 
that—that a nation not separating patriotic public spirit and the good 
of the homeland from its life is surely such that [though] sustaining 
wounds, setting against any type of danger that threatens its existence, 
it certainly preserves its national independence. The Japanese successes 
of Port Arthur . . . are a product of this patriotic zeal. Behold, the fruits of 
[Japanese] zeal are such that while the Russians had been third among 
nations in terms of navy, their defeats erased them from among the 
number of great naval states.  109     

 Abdullah Cevdet considered the patriotism of the Japanese a direct result of 
their freedom and willingness to protect it. His choice of words insinuated his 
desire to see government guarantee individual rights:

  The Japanese are fighting for a country where they are free, where 
they do their part for sovereignty by means of universal suffrage. The 
Japanese see their national existence endangered by a Russian inva-
sion . . . when the Japanese government needs a hundred men prepared 
to sacrifice themselves for the cause of liberating the country, it finds a 
million. . . . The Japanese have the satisfaction of having accomplished 
their duty and defended their legitimate and sacred rights. We send 
them all our sincere wishes for their success before too much blood spills 
on either side.  110     

 The Young Turks respected constitutional government as Japan had estab-
lished, whether or not they realistically intended to implement true democ-
racy in their future Ottoman state. As mentioned earlier, constitutionalism 
was understood to beget civilization in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. In Japan’s case, its elevated political position and even its victo-
ries in wartime were ascribed to their democratic process:

  With a dreadful and perfect naval fleet and an army that waits and stud-
ies . . . They are included among the numerous advanced and civilized 
European states. Amazing! They understood that a nation’s Parliament 
and Senate, which are its felicitous palace, are the ideas that make 
entrance into the world of perfection and progress conditional. After 
the establishment of these parliamentary houses, they moved forward 
on the path of progress with a different ardor, a new haste.  111     

 In this respect, Japan’s conflict with Russia in 1904–1905 was viewed as 
the collision between Japan’s rational, constitutional rule by law and the 
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 arbitrariness of Czarist absolutism. The outcome would teach the whole world 
a lesson:

  The Japanese victory will give the Russians a more glorious victory 
than theirs. Our eminent colleague of Cairo,  Arafat , in an article enti-
tled “Japan and Its Influence in the World,” expressed the same opin-
ion. It reasoned: “Japan rendered a service to all nations by this war, 
beginning with the Russian nation herself. Later, when the Muscovites 
see themselves auspicious and progressive they will give thanks to the 
Rising Sun for awakening them and for chastising them back onto the 
right path.” We feel a deep joy in seeing our neighbors, the Russians, 
finally bravely crushing autocracy, in order to claim their rights of 
men.  112     

 This was the most powerful and threatening point around which the exiled 
Young Turk political activists argued coherently for the removal of the Sultan’s 
regime. For the Young Turks, thrilled at the prospect of Japan defeating a 
Western power, the most dangerous enemy for the Ottoman Empire was no 
longer Russia.   Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet  warned,  

  Turks and all Ottomans, do not forget that the enemy of your life, the 
enemy of your future is that calamitous evil that destroys the homes of 
your  patrie , your land, putting confidence in this deceptive duplicity 
and intrigue more so than in force of arms. Because like the Japanese, 
forced to take up arms when necessary, if we do not learn what it is to 
“taste of the homeland,” we must know well that we will be condemned 
afterwards to be servants, captives, or slaves. It is by our cry of “home-
land” every day that makes [patriotic] affection everlasting in our hearts, 
preventing this captivity. . . . Knowing well that the enemy that pretends 
to be one of us, that gnaws at the homeland, is inside, in the palace, 
more than it is abroad, let us cooperate and strive together just for the 
sake of our country, like the Japanese.  113     

 The Sultan himself threatened the sanctity of the Ottoman homeland; 
Abd ü lhamid II’s tyranny was to blame for the lack of patriotism in Ottoman 
lands. Therefore, urged Young Turk writers, to act like Japanese patriots, 
Ottoman citizens had to resist the temptation of trusting in his absolutist 
rule. It was a call for a Meiji Restoration in Ottoman lands. 

 Young Turk journalists wasted no time in drawing parallels between the 
Russian Czar and the Ottoman Sultan in the wake of the Russo-Japanese 
conflict. In “Le ç ons Japonaises,” the Japanese were heralded as challengers 
to Western ontological hegemony, they transported modern civilization to 
other parts of Asia,  114   they upheld constitutional principles; they were the 
standard by which the Ottomans should measure themselves. After explain-
ing the unavoidable similarities between the Ottoman Sultan Abd ü lhamid 
II and the Russian Czar Nicolas II (who was then hiding in his palace from 
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revolutionaries), both of whom reigned with “irreducible autocracy, whimsi-
cally with morbid jumpiness, corruption, spy networks, serfdom, and massa-
cres,” the author commended Japan for its achievements:

  While the despot of Turkey and the despot of Russia tremble and hide, 
fearing the anger that they themselves have ignited in the hearts of their 
subjects, it has come to pass in the Far East among this admirable people 
that, like the Turks, have been treated . . . as barbarians . . . the Japanese 
tended to develop in all the Far East their material and moral influences, 
“to make themselves the guardians, otherwise the masters, of the yel-
low world. . . . ” And that is how one has to see this vast intellectual and 
moral organization, so that putting aside the theory of “yellow peril” as 
a brutal form of military threat against Europe, one is led to consider as 
a  fait accompli  that every day the hand Japan has placed on the whole 
of Oriental Asia becomes more worthy of attention. . . . Behold the work 
of these barbarians . . . they whose civilization, achieved in half a cen-
tury, has become superior to European civilization which has fallen into 
decay; they who do not have to reproach massacres, who do not have 
to gag any mouths out of which a liberal word came, who do not have 
to exile or suppress patriots, who do not have to dynamite any human 
beings under the pretext that their skin was dark and that it constituted 
a happy pastime!  115     

 The author went on to praise Japan’s secular, constitutional government 
with one last piece of advice for “Ottoman patriots”—that they strive for 
the same goal and recognize “the absolute necessity for the poor Turkish 
people that Hamidian terrorism be plunged into the mire.”  116   This passage 
represented the distinct ideological underpinnings of the Young Turk move-
ment: utilizing the racial categorization of “yellow” to describe the Japanese 
and placing Turks on the same level as “barbarians,” the author then hailed 
Japan’s modernizing mission in East Asia (generally ignoring Japan’s impe-
rialist actions there), reminding the readers again that the Russian Czar, 
who was called a “despot” like the ruler in Ottoman Turkey, had attempted 
to impede Japan’s progress. But the Japanese could not be stopped; their 
civilization in fact had now surpassed that of Europe. In an evolutionary 
fashion not dependent upon religious faith, Japanese modernity echoed 
the scientific rationalist philosophy to which the Young Turks so strongly 
adhered. And why had this occurred? Because constitutionalism had pre-
vailed over Japanese society, a situation that the Empire could also secure, if 
only Ottoman patriots could depose Sultan Abd ü lhamid II. This kind of plea, 
built around a discussion of Japanese success, encompassing all the differ-
ent aspects of Young Turk ideology, and ultimately imploring the Ottoman 
populace to rid itself of a despotic Sultan, appeared again and again in the 
pages of  Mechveret Suppl   é   ment Fran   ç   ais,    İ   ctih   â   d,    Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet,  and  T   ü   rk.  The 
oppositional Young Turk press claimed that the Sultan was so keenly aware 
of the dangers to himself of allowing too much exposure to events of the 
war that  
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   . . . a decree was dictated to the newspapermen in Turkey in order that 
they not discuss the subject of the siege of Port Arthur by the Japanese. 
It is rather easy to understand what this means: Japan is a free and free-
dom-loving people; every free and just individual or people is the enemy 
of Abd ü lhamid II, who is freedom and justice’s enemy.  117     

   Şû   ra-y   ı     Ü   mmet  blamed the Sultan in a tirade against imperial mismanagement 
and stagnation in the face of the modern world:

  It is Abd ü lhamid who has removed us from the English alliance. 
Abd ü lhamid is preparing us for Russian captivity. Is our ability for prog-
ress [so] worthless I wonder? Are we a human race inferior to the yel-
low race? Among the many various peoples in the lands that we have 
conquered up to now, because we stopped like a sentry whose senses are 
heightened by the smallest cry in reaction to enemies’ attacks, we failed 
to progress in the sciences and industries. Additionally, at one time our 
great Sultans and great leaders came forth with the wisdom of admin-
istration and military sciences. Our exalted architects, our poets, and 
our litt é rateurs flourished. Today, our literature is more progressive than 
Japan’s current literature! We would like to say that Japan exists because 
of our example, so that if there was a Sultan that in our minds pos-
sessed a good, firm resolve, a love of homeland, and a magnificent patri-
otic spirit, if there had been leadership in our administration, masters 
in conscience and the knowledge of spirit, then we, like the Japanese, 
would have advanced. We would not have despaired of our progress.  118     

 The author ended the essay with the hope that the Ottoman Empire could be 
saved from Abd ü lhamid II. 

 The sentiments of Ahmed R ı za toward the West and its ontology, as well 
as toward the Ottoman Empire in its struggle against an autocratic Sultan, all 
melded together in “Turquie et Japon.” His article demonstrated how intrin-
sically intertwined Japanese images were with Young Turk ideas, and how 
politically forceful the image of Japan could be for the disenfranchised who 
challenged the Sultan’s legitimacy. The Japanese represented for R ı za all that 
the Ottomans had failed to be: he praised Japanese valor and patriotism in 
the face of Russian oppression, which “ . . . found the expeditious Japanese 
prompted to retaliate. . . . All sympathies go out to this people who, for their 
rightness and renown, drew swords against the enemy without by any means 
worrying about [Russia’s] appellation ‘the colossus of the North.’”  119   R ı za pon-
dered what had caused the Ottoman Turks to falter. Japan’s enemy was an 
external one, Russia, he reasoned, whereas the Ottoman Empire was decaying 
from within due to the depravity of Abd ü lhamid II. The Sultan, autocratic and 
corruptive like the failing Russian Czar, had silenced patriotic spirit, while the 
Japanese had progressed into the modern world because of it:

  As for this example of vitality and valiance, this lesson of ardent patri-
otism given by a nation so recently regenerated, what could be the 
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impression of Sultan Abd ü lhamid? The question appears naive on our 
part. But considering the men among the Japanese who lead, how not to 
wonder about these august Ottoman monarchs, ancestors of the spine-
less coward who governs us, who knew a powerful and faithful hand, 
castigating the insolence of those that dared to carry out an attack upon 
the honor of the homeland? How not to wonder that the people, that 
the Turkish soldiers themselves remained the same, honest, generous, 
and brave; that they are ready to defend their country against pirates, 
bandits, and excessive desire for wealth, if a strong and respected leader 
gave them the legitimate signal? While this [Ottoman] people, this 
army, has only at their head one for which unmentionable sacrificing 
is all for his immeasurable selfishness. While thanks to the cowardice of 
its ruler the Empire is torturing itself, it is in tatters; the tiniest threat of 
a [foreign] Power makes us turn pale; there are not worse humiliations 
to which we have yet to be subjected in order not to trouble the diges-
tion of such a sovereign. One has only to want: we yield. One has only 
to tender the hand: we give. The awful despotism of Abdulhamid has 
reduced us to the state of a nation of ghosts whose sons are no longer 
even held by him, but by some foreign hands.  120     

 Japan had boldly challenged the Western penetration of Asia when it saw 
“ . . . its independence and the security of its vital interests in the Far East posi-
tively threatened” due to its constitutional monarchy and capable statesmen 
surrounding the Emperor.  121   In contrast, Abd ü lhamid II had exiled those 
Ottoman patriots who promoted a constitution so that there was no defense 
against Western intrusion:

  And while the cannon thunders over there, the Japanese steadily torpe-
doing and demolishing the fleet of their enemies, here in our empire, 
the work of destruction continues by us and against us. The reason for 
this is very simple: all those that cherished their country and had dem-
onstrated this love were eliminated, struck down by ostracism, or in 
part by annihilation. Indeed, the depletion of patriots—the hope and 
shield of the Homeland—is frightening. Those who pronounce the word 
Constitution—this Constitution which is precisely what made Japan 
what it is today—understand; some who start to voice themselves are 
muted and disappear. Officials, officers, and  softas  suspected of some 
liberalism are going to populate the fortified enclosures in faraway prov-
inces. The hand which makes a gesture of impatience is wrenched; the 
voice who whispers a truth is suppressed; the head who rises up in need 
of independence is placed into a noose.  122     

 Not only did the Sultan squelch liberty in Ottoman lands, but he allowed him-
self to be manipulated by greedy palace officials, as opposed to the Meiji lead-
ership surrounding the Japanese Emperor. R ı za tied together Japan’s integrity 
and national prestige as demonstrated during its imbroglio in East Asia with 
the desolation and dishonor flourishing in Ottoman lands:
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  In order to continue the cruel parallel between Japan and Turkey, what 
do we have, as opposed to the devoted men who surround the Mikad ō  
and work with such sincere abnegation [self-denial] to boost the coun-
try? A collection of wretched courtiers who, by their speech, their con-
nections, their threats, terrorize the Sultan, hold him in their claws, 
isolate him in perpetual horror. Why? For him fly money and favors. 
Now the pain has become chronic, he has gangrene in all his being. Like 
a leper [with] his wounds, he is made to rot where he lives and outside 
of it he can no longer survive. And presently, that which he sees in this 
beautiful and unhappy capital is a deep misery, it is fear, and, upon 
word of an order coming out of Y ı ld ı z Palace, it is abandon, it is all 
treachery and all depravity. Under this cursed regime, it is the terrible 
recession into chaos.  123     

 R ı za finished his essay with an explanation of the mission of the Young Turks 
in exile and their patriotic struggle against the oppressive Sultan:

  As for some of those patriots that death spared, they had to leave the 
native soil, and from afar, as they had done of near, they put their devo-
tion and their tireless activity into the service of Turkey and, with the 
aid of pen and deed, say to Ottoman people by what means, by what 
efforts can they reconquer the Constitution of 1876? which is their sole 
salvation. At the moment, their voices may be covered by the clamors 
of battles and the deaf growl of the political recluse. . . . What matters? 
They acted for us, upholding good, and good will be upheld. Because 
we do not believe in deceiving ourselves of the assurance that the 
Ottomans following the tragic events unwinding in the Far East with an 
avid  interest—and it is never too late to do good—will find superiority 
[enough] to induce revolt in the presence of all the acts of banditry that 
are perpetrated in Turkey, against Turkey, permitting the suffocation of 
their patriotic cry! Note this happy symptom, and encourage it.  124     

 In the midst of what the Young Turks considered to be a threefold threat—the 
breakdown of Ottoman unity, foreign encroachment, and the absolutism of 
the Sultan’s regime, the Japanese nation represented the appropriate three-
sided modern response. Ottoman unity could be reestablished through a form 
of anticolonial, pan-Asian nationalism, or solidarity with other Eastern nations 
based upon an understanding of modern progress as a component of Eastern 
identity. This modernity incorporated the assimilation of Eastern culture and 
Western science through an elite-guided process, whereby the Young Turks 
would predominate as the Meiji oligarchy had. It also required an Ottoman 
society administered according to constitutional principles, like Japan. For 
the Young Turks who implicitly accepted the ontological division of East and 
West as fact, Japan altered the power balance in the hierarchy through science 
and war, assuming the superior position to Europe and paving the way for a 
possible Ottoman regeneration. Japan’s force as a social, cultural, administra-
tive, military, and intellectual model mediated between the Ottoman state, 
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Ottoman civil society, and the Young Turk opposition. But for the politically 
excluded Young Turks, the greatest obstacle to achieving rebirth as a modern, 
independent Ottoman polity based upon patriotism, science, and progress 
was the oppression of an autocratic Sultan. The Young Turk conception of a 
rejuvenated Ottoman nation rejected the former political system that gave the 
Sultan arbitrary power; Ottoman modernity was contingent upon his removal 
from office so that state and society could be reformed and reorganized along 
a constitutional basis.  

  Great Escape: “Sick Man of Europe” to “Japan of the Near East” 

 Witnessing the breakdown of Islamic unity in Ottoman lands and European 
occupation of Ottoman territories prior to 1908, the Young Turks intended 
with their revolution in July 1908 to restore the 1876 Ottoman constitu-
tion and to halt the dissolution of the empire. With the reinstatement of 
the Ottoman constitution and Ottoman society’s subsequent optimism about 
achieving a more egalitarian system, the Young Turks were now expected to 
put parliamentary government into practice. Shortly after the revolution, 
many authors and intellectuals commented upon Japan’s successes not neces-
sarily as a critique of the regime, since Abd ü lhamid II had been deposed by 
1909, but as a nation the Ottoman Empire could now realistically pattern itself 
after. The means of government were often the components of the Japanese 
state that most interested writers encouraging reform and modernization of 
the Ottoman system.   

 The Young Turks who launched the coup saw themselves in a new light after 
having successfully carried it out, as saviors of the empire, whose abilities paral-
leled those of Meiji statesmen propelling the Japanese people into the modern 
world. Aware of the Ottoman Empire’s ill-fated position as the “Sick Man of 
Europe,” the Young Turk leadership had to find a solution to their chronic 
dilemma with the West: How could they release the empire from its status as 
an inferior, transforming it into a powerful nation that would be accepted as 
equal by the Concert of Europe? In accepting the precepts of European scien-
tific thought, the Young Turks had embraced the binary of East and West that 
located them conceptually outside Europe even though as Ottomans they were 
physically somewhat a part of it; a long though primarily antagonistic history 
with Europe sustained their link to it so that they were compelled to think of 
the empire’s survival in terms of operating within this ontological dynamic with 
the West. Rational, Social Darwinist evolution then dictated a synthesis of the 
two spheres of civilization, East and West, as the only means of escape for the 
Ottomans. Japan had demonstrated what was incumbent upon the Ottoman 
Empire (or any other “Eastern,” or “outside” nation) to reverse the order, and to 
reach this form of modernity. The Young Turks’ goal was to recreate Ottoman 
society in the same mold of a secular, independent, constitutional, and capital-
ist nation-state. As historian Feroz Ahmad explained, they hoped to  

. . . rejuvenate and transform Ottoman society so as to make the Empire 
accepted as an equal by the Great Powers. . . . Internally, that meant convert-
ing the Empire from the status of a semi-colony controlled and exploited 
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by the European Powers, to a sovereign capitalist state,  exploiting its 
own imperial resources for its own benefit.  125     

 This goal in part required abrogating the long-standing Capitulations that 
granted European powers economic concessions. The postrevolution leadership 
came to consist of powerful elites in the CUP whose goals included maintain-
ing their positions as policy makers for an independent Ottoman Empire and 
who addressed issues of social reform, technical modernization, and capitalist 
development. Hanio ğ lu labeled some of these elites the  Garb   çı   lar , the extreme 
“Westernizers” of the second Ottoman constitutional period, whose new reli-
gion was science and whose new morality was based upon Samuel Smiles’s 
 Self-Help  doctrine.  126   For them, Japan emerged at the turn of the century as 
the tangible example of what was possible; revision of Unequal Treaties (simi-
lar to the Ottoman Capitulations) and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902 
was their proof. While still sensing the patronizing European attitudes toward 
Ottomans as inferiors, the Young Turk Unionists argued that the hierarchy had 
been reversed by Japan. Unionist initiatives were to resemble Japan’s choices 
as a way for the CUP to resist Western involvement in the empire, as well as to 
counter criticism by the internal opposition against their leadership. 

 When Austria-Hungary annexed Ottoman Bosnia-Herzegovina in September 
1908, the Ottomans responded with a boycott. The Unionists turned initially 
to Britain for support, hoping that they could play one power off against 
another and eventually negotiate more economic autonomy for the Ottoman 
Empire. With this in mind, Young Turk leaders Ahmed R ı za and Dr. N â z ı m 
traveled to London to offer an alliance to Britain, citing the Anglo-Japanese 
alliance as precedent. The British politely refused, but the two CUP officials 
argued their position to Sir Edward Grey with an expression that injected 
commanding new cultural-political meaning into the Young Turk Unionist 
conception of the Ottoman Empire. Grey’s private letter to his colleague is 
where we find R ı za and N â z ı m uttering their memorable metaphor comparing 
themselves and the Japanese. This was Grey’s response to the offer:

  Our habit was to keep our hands free, though we made ententes and 
friendships. It was true that we had an alliance with Japan, but it was 
limited to certain distant questions in the Far East. They replied that 
 Turkey was the Japan of the Near East , and that we already had the Cyprus 
Convention with Turkey which was still in force.  127   (emphasis mine)   

 Japan had formerly been considered the Eastern nation that had exhibited 
patriotic zeal, high moral character, and had thoroughly adopted Western 
science and technology to rapidly modernize and reform state and society. 
As a result, the Japanese became equals with the European powers, a status 
to which the Ottoman state aspired, as it was considered synonymous with 
reaching modernity.  128   In the eyes of Young Turks desperate to escape the 
stigma of the country being called “the Sick Man of Europe” and to carve out 
their own sovereignty, Japan had also become a direct analogy for modern 
Ottoman Turkey. Japan protected its economic interests and developed a capi-
talist state structure the Unionists desired in Ottoman lands. They believed 
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their empire to be well on the way, only needing European acceptance of this 
fact to confirm the validity of their new state enterprise. Previously, Japan 
had represented the abstract hope of Ottoman potential to acquire modern 
civilization. Japan was now symbolic of a modern and secular capitalist state 
whose institutions and policies could be upheld by law and by force. To be the 
“Japan of the Near East” meant to be an independent, militarily strong, eco-
nomically viable Ottoman polity. By 1914, according to  Terc   ü   m   â   n-   ı    Hakikat , 
to be the “Japan of the Near East” referred to the capacity to exert Ottoman 
strength in the Middle East during wartime just as Japan had done when it 
seized the opportunity provided by the First World War to consolidate its 
position in East Asia. Forcing Germany to abandon its possessions in China, 
“who can say when Japan will do the same to France and England?” read the 
hopeful article “Orient for the Orientals.”  129   

 Japan’s increasing economic growth as well as its rivalries with Europe and 
the United States in commercial markets were observed as symbols for the 
Asian challenge to Western economic and political hegemony. In the midst 
of the Ottoman Empire’s political difficulties with Europe at this time, and in 
light of internal tensions between Muslims and non-Muslims in the empire 
that occasionally surfaced as economic boycotts, economic might demon-
strated political sovereignty; this was duly noted by those who hoped to solve 
Ottoman problems with the West through learning economic lessons from 
Japan.  130   As Ahmed M ü nir (Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim’s son) wrote in  Sebil   ü   rre   ş    â   t  
in 1914, “foreign trade is the means of prosperity for nations; how greatly 
a nation is engulfed by the desire for foreign trade is proportional to how 
wealthy and prosperous [its] life becomes.”  131   M ü nir then added, “Despite 
occupying such an important geographical position, this lowly situation in 
which we find ourselves is so painful, so sad and troubled a condition . . . we 
do not want to go forward. We are afraid of venturing out.”  132   

 Ottoman writers in the postrevolution empire noted Japan’s status as a 
Great Power and advised either modernizing along Western lines as Japan had 
done, or employing Japan directly in the Ottoman Empire in order to achieve 
modernity. Japan was a competing power in the world of colonial politics, and 
the Eastern nation who kept Russia occupied so that it was less involved in 
the Balkans.  133   Shortly after the 1908 revolution, CUP constitutionalists were 
hopeful and looked to Japan to lead the way in modernizing the empire:

  While living under a corrupt administration like ours, embarking upon 
the path of modernization and reform, my eyes look around at the sys-
tems that have been favored by the nations who have accepted a consti-
tutional administration and who have adapted all national endeavors, 
in short, the military, education, commerce, and industry, to conform 
to the requirements of modern-day civilization, and far in front I see 
Japan. Japan has prepared the basis of today’s strength and might thanks 
to European instructors. Japan accepted Europe’s civilizational orga-
nizations and in order to apply and enact these institutions, brought 
in European teachers; they strived; today they no longer have a need 
for instructors. Now in some matters they themselves have become the 
teachers. Here we have a beautiful example.  134     
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 The Japanese themselves should be mentors for the Ottoman Empire argued 
some newspapers, because of their skill and experience, and their relative 
political neutrality in Ottoman affairs. Foreign advisors were necessary to 
reform the various Ottoman ministries (Finance, Public Works, Navy, and 
Army) to ensure survival in the modern world; reform initiatives could not 
merely rely upon national zeal. But British consultants had been detrimental 
to the Ottoman navy. Allowing Germany to advise the army could also be 
harmful. Foreign advisors should be selected from  

   . . . among the states in the world in which no possibility exists at all 
of going to war with the Ottomans, for example would it be difficult 
economically to attract engineers from Belgium, Switzerland, Sweden, 
and Holland? If we were able to bring in two scientifically learned naval 
officers from Japan, would it not render service? They should be paid for 
their services.  135     

 Better yet, wrote Abdullah Cevdet in 1910, “let us send to Tokyo a few of the 
youths who were sent to Europe in order to complete their studies.”  136   The 
Unionist  Tanin  agreed in 1911, recommending that Japan’s sea trade be stud-
ied at close range in order to understand how it had succeeded in the competi-
tive global economy. It was a crucial issue for the CUP, eager to establish an 
independent, capitalist state:

  We want to demonstrate speed and a lofty grandeur as much as the 
Japanese . . . we have to strive to understand the facts, the reasons behind 
their progresses, following closely how the Japanese pursued a particular 
line of action. But we think that in order to be able to assure the ben-
efits of inquiries we will carry out . . . it is necessary to delve deeply into 
truth, and, not being content with external appearances, to keep our 
eyes on the particular conditions of the two countries, their abilities and 
histories.  137     

 There were vast differences between Ottoman Turkey and Japan,  Tanin  
reminded readers; “the Japanese were a backward nation” who until recently 
lived an isolated life, insulated from the rest of the world.  138   Claiming the 
Ottoman Empire had also been backward, the author explained the disparity:

  Fearing the danger that our homeland encountered, new principles of 
administration were brought into existence by us. But . . . to hope that we 
would make our politics develop to the utmost in such a short period of 
time as the Japanese is to plunge into the imaginary a bit, because the 
conditions and circumstances that assured the Japanese of success do 
not exist in our lands.  139     

 The Ottomans needed to send students to study abroad in order to develop 
and expand modern industries such as railroads, shipyards, mining, medical 
instruments, and other manufacturing because,  
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  Industry made modern civilization. Without industry neither a single 
human life nor a nation’s life can remain. . . . Unless industry advances, 
people cannot be civilized. Therefore, in order for us to become more 
civilized, we must study industry. And we must learn the principles of 
manufacturing with machine technology, like the Europeans or the 
Americans. In the end the industry-less nation cannot become prosper-
ous, cannot advance, cannot live.  140     

 Japan had, through its people’s character, managed to gain the respect of the 
West, and it had equaled them industrially, guaranteeing the wealth and pros-
perity of the Japanese nation. Japan was now the teacher for the next student 
of modern civilization, the Ottoman. 

 What was different in Ottoman lands? In Japan the ideological, administra-
tive, and social revolution was conducted by enlightened young modernizing 
leaders such as Prince It ō , but “the Emperor showed true support for them,” so 
that they could prepare the nation for the inauguration and smooth operation 
of a parliamentary system:

  Behold, Japan’s reforms were carried out in this manner. In a country 
administrated with absolutism, if statesmen who are in a supreme posi-
tion with the sovereign want to initiate reforms and carry out modern-
ization, they will be able to apply these in a manner a thousand times 
easier in a constitutional era. If only Abd ü lhamid’s reign had not been 
an era of tyranny and oppression, if it had been one of preparations for a 
constitution, today, three years-worth of constitutionalism would have 
yielded more other kinds of results.  141     

 A CUP paper,  Tanin  argued that it was the previous Hamidian regime’s fault for 
the current lack of progress in Ottoman lands. What the author perceived as 
the Sultan’s tyrannical resistance to modern methods (as a threat to his power) 
contrasted with the intelligent sensitivity of Japanese Emperor Mutsuhito, 
who, “not deviating from paying attention to national customs, started to 
accept European and American civilization and advancements.”  142   He set the 
tone for the entire Japanese nation. Japan abrogated former administrative 
practices and then began a process of reform that included using French and 
German officers to retrain the army along the lines of the German military; 
Japan sent officers to Europe and America for training; medical technology was 
studied in Germany as well.  143   Shipyards, universities, and schools were estab-
lished. A constitution was promulgated, parliamentary houses were opened, 
representatives were elected. The Japanese merely adapted modern methods 
to meet their nation’s needs “ . . . because they attach the most importance to 
practical applications of science and technology, never giving much consider-
ation to the ideas and knowledge with which Europeans alter philosophy.”  144   
This, the author attributed to Japan’s patriotic tendency throughout history to 
view every foreigner as the enemy, and outside influences as a possible threat 
to the nation’s welfare.  145   

 The Unionists contemplated even more direct applications of Japanese 
political reforms. A confidential report from the German ambassador in 
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Istanbul to the German Foreign Minister in Berlin in 1910 made it clear that 
several Ottoman ministries of the Sublime Porte and the Grand Vezir’s office 
concurred in their desire to staff diplomatic posts with capable, multilingual 
military officers, mimicking Japanese endeavors because the Ottoman states-
men recognized that  

   . . . Japan has had very good experiences with this practice. . . . The 
[Ottoman] War Ministry will name capable and suitable officers for the 
[diplomatic] missions. If there is a vacant position in an embassy or 
consulate, either an officer is nominated for this position, or as it hap-
pens in Japan, the vacant position is left unfilled until the appropriate 
military personnel can be selected to do so.  146     

 Several months earlier, communications between the Ottoman ambassador to 
France and the Ottoman foreign minister, Rifaat Pa ş a, highlighted the same 
point. The ambassador requested that an Ottoman cavalry officer be nomi-
nated as a second military attach é  to the legation in Paris, because “Germany, 
Japan, and Romania detach one or several officers for their representatives 
in France who collaborate with the titular military attach é  and assure their 
service in case of absence.”  147   Whether this policy was ever implemented in 
the Ottoman Foreign Ministry on a larger scale than this particular case, it is 
significant that Ottoman officials at high levels looked to Japan for ideas on 
how to staff embassies and consulates. 

 A financial memo signed by the Ottoman cabinet in 1912 concerning the 
employment of British advisors in various ministries examined Japan’s rates of 
payment. Pondering “the manner and conditions of employment of advisors 
from England who have been procured by Japan’s government,” the Meclis-i 
V ü kel â  reached the following decision:

  Because it has been decided basically to employ some people as foreign 
advisors in the administration, for the Post, Telegraph and Telephone 
Ministry, the City Trust, the General Security and Police Directorates, 
and the Commerce Ministry Statistics Office, one specialist advisor for 
each has been requested from the British government. The annual [pay] 
by the Japanese government for a British advisor in the Foreign Ministry 
is two thousand British lira, and for a French advisor employed in the 
Justice Ministry is two thousand British lira.  148     

 In both cases Ottoman officials reviewed Japan’s choices before embarking 
upon their own reform path, in order to generate the best means of govern-
ment for a modernized Eastern nation that would elicit the most favor from 
the European Concert. The choices Japan had made were considered to be 
ideal for a modern (Eastern) nation like the Ottoman Empire in the second 
constitutional period.      
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 The Young Turk Regime and the 
Japanese Model after 1908: “Eastern” 
Essence, “Western” Science, Ottoman 
Notions of “Terakkî” and “Medeniyet” 
(Progress and Civilization)   

   Whereas the Young Turks had been politically constrained during the 
Hamidian era, in the postrevolution period the domestic political atmo-
sphere of the Ottoman Empire was charged initially with an air of optimism. 
Ironically, that sense of Ottoman unity and cooperation did not last for long 
in CUP circles or in society at large after the reinstatement of the Ottoman 
constitution. The Young Turks involved in the secret CUP association had, 
immediately after the revolution, increasingly claimed political power for 
themselves, to the exclusion of those whose views did not coincide with 
theirs.  1   The CUP, declared a political party in 1909 but able to control govern-
ment appointments and policies behind the scenes, alienated many in their 
midst by seemingly rejecting the Ottomanist conception of empire in favor 
of a more narrow, secular, elitist, nation-state program of political behavior. 
Their actions would elicit opposition that was both political and cultural in 
nature, whether as objections to their monopoly over government positions 
or to their secularizing orientation as un-Islamic. 

 The Ottoman Sultan had previously embraced the dual messages of tech-
nological modernization and Eastern (Islamic-Ottoman) morality from the 
model of Japan in the pre-revolutionary era, and the Young Turks had wanted 
to replicate Japan’s manipulation of science and technology that allowed it 
to reach a new level of national progress respected by Europe and to exert 
its imperial power in global affairs. Meiji Japan had embodied the essence of 
a new language of modernity for Sultan Abd ü lhamid II and his statesmen, 
for some Islamic modernist reformers in the Ottoman Empire, and for secu-
lar, Westernizing elites alike, a pattern that persisted into the Young Turk 
era. Japanese technological achievements in infrastructure (railroads, postal 
system, etc.) and industry became increasingly central to the thinking of 
the Young Turks after the revolution, as the Unionists desired to develop 
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a modern, capitalist state free from the exploitative Capitulations that had 
bankrupted the Ottoman state in the late nineteenth century. To progress and 
acquire modern civilization, peoples outside of Europe believed it necessary 
to assimilate their native “Easternness” with the most contemporary sciences 
of the West. 

 After the Young Turk seizure of power, CUP officials and the Sublime Porte 
assumed they were embarking upon the same path of progress as the Japanese, 
reversing the Ottoman place in the civilizational hierarchy, making their 
exclusion from Great Power status obsolete. They anticipated the empire’s 
transformation and active involvement in the affairs of Europe. They began to 
repackage the character of the Ottoman Empire as a modern state to appease 
European criticisms, to escape their underling class within the European 
Concert, while seemingly “gravitating East” in a bid to argue that they were 
emulating Japanese patterns. Their almost total appropriation of the Japanese 
analogy after 1909 assisted in legitimating their role as the governing elite. 

 This progression toward “Eastern-inspired Western modernity,” in and of 
itself, would not generally have been objectionable to the Ottoman popu-
lace. Japanese morality as it was compared to Ottoman heritage, however, was 
defined in disparate ways by the Young Turk Unionists who retained control 
over the Ottoman state, and by those excluded from power, in the aftermath 
of the 1909 counterrevolution. To the Unionists, Japanese patriotic spirit, 
self-sacrifice, and a samurai warrior ethos were what made a constitutional 
regime and a strong nation achievable. For others in the empire who dis-
liked the secularizing and increasingly Turkist nature of the ruling elite, their 
objections were raised by using the example of Japanese morality to validate 
their own demands for the preservation of Islamic character and values in the 
Ottoman Empire in order to guarantee its survival. Despite divergent view-
points concerning what constituted the underlying foundation of Ottoman 
moral and patriotic character, all concurred in the process necessary to culti-
vate it—the Empire must follow in Japan’s footsteps. None of these possibili-
ties were beyond the reach of the Ottoman Empire, but Ottomans would have 
to very subtly “move East” to enable them to reach Western modernity. In 
general, whether Unionist, part of the opposition to the CUP, or somewhere 
in between, in the aftermath of the 1908 Young Turk revolution, the Japanese 
nation was the popular referent around which to argue just about any of their 
political strategies. 

 Ottoman elites with contradictory domestic political outlooks still encour-
aged the public to consume a certain metaphor of modern Japan constructed 
by them in order to elicit activities they deemed beneficial to the empire. Like 
the Hamidian regime before them, the Unionists sanctioned the dissemina-
tion of Japanese sociopolitical patterns as long as these did not threaten their 
privileged positions as the ruling class or the stability of the Ottoman state. 
Politically benign images in the Ottoman press and literature in this period 
included a collection of topics ranging from the Japanese education system to 
the might of the Japanese armed forces as aspects of Great Power status. Let us 
look first at which aspects of the Japanese model were emphasized by members 
of the Ottoman ruling class that could be agreed upon as worthy of emula-
tion by a wider segment of the population, before exploring the discrepancies 
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manifested concerning what we will call “Ottoman morality,” and how they 
affected the politics of the Empire in the second constitutional period.  

  Constitutionalism and Compulsory Education Enable 
Ottoman Modernity 

 Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War inspired a discernible shift in the 
defining characteristics of “Asian” modernity among peoples in the non-
West. A front-page article from the Young Turk paper  B   â   lk   â   n  published in 
1908 attributed the attempted Russian revolution, the opening of Russian 
parliament (the Duma), and increased freedom of thought in Russia directly 
to Japan’s victory in the war in 1905. This new freedom was not restricted 
only to the Slavic Russian population, but was extended to the Muslims of 
Russia as well, and to Muslims in Iran, Afghanistan, Bukhara, Anatolia, and 
the Ottoman provinces, so that “ . . . a day will come when not just Japan, but 
Asia will be the twentieth century’s means of civilization and freedom.”  2   This 
optimistic mood was already brewing before 1908 among the opposition to 
Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, and was expressed most excitedly in Abdullah Cevdet’s 
article “Japan Carrier of the Torch” that appeared in his Young Turk opposi-
tion journal   İ   ctih   â   d  in 1905, toward the end of the war: 

 Japan has become more and more conscious of its high civilizing mis-
sion in Asia. Not only does it know to take some fortresses and con-
quer some regions, it also knows to open some new horizons, a radiant 
horizon for the minds of Asians bruised by infamous despots and their 
loathsome obscurity. We read in  The Times  newspaper an excerpt from 
the speech of Japanese Parliament’s ex-president Okuma. We satisfied 
ourselves in reproducing the following passage from it: “It is incumbent 
upon us that we who hold the banner of Asian civilization have the 
sacred duty of tendering a helping hand to China, to India, to Korea, 
to all the nations of Asian civilization. They wish us, as their powerful 
friends, to free them of the yoke that Europe imposed upon them, and to 
show the world that the Orient can have a confrontation with the West 
on the battlefields.” 

 Today it is precisely “measure on the battlefields” which is a measure in 
the fields of science, industry and in all intellectual domains. We remem-
ber a Japanese officer who said something a little like this: “The question 
of instruction and of education is a hair which is attached to a thousand 
other things; the teacher is the primary auxiliary of the conqueror, the 
teacher alone assures and sustains the success of the army.”  3     

 Japan’s impressive military feat, in combination with the reinstatement of the 
Ottoman constitution in 1908, unleashed a discursive energy and dynamism 
among Young Turks and others in the empire for ideas about modernization 
and progress in the East. Japan’s parliamentary system, the benefits of its com-
pulsory education system, its modern industries and infrastructure, and its 
military might were the primary categories of analysis for Ottoman literati 
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who hoped to emulate Japanese successes, though the relative importance of 
these aspects fluctuated over time as the Ottoman geopolitical situation trans-
formed into one of multiple and continuous military crises in its latter years. 
These notable themes repeated themselves constantly in the sources and were 
not considered politically threatening to the CUP’s control over the empire. 
Discourse on Japan was to encourage reform and modernization of Ottoman 
society as the current ruling authorities would conduct it. 

 For the Unionists who ultimately assumed control after the revolution and 
reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution, they seemed to no longer need 
to reiterate the importance of that parliamentary fait accompli. Their rhetoric 
instead shifted from pre-revolutionary demands for constitutional govern-
ment into discussions of how the next generations need to behave patrioti-
cally in order to ensure the Ottoman state could mimic the achievements of 
the Japanese in the long term. Colonel Pertev Bey (Demirhan), the Ottoman 
officer stationed in East Asia as an observer, witnessed firsthand episodes in 
the Russo-Japanese War, and wrote one of the most thorough explorations 
of how to accomplish this. Even before his dispatch, he recalled in his later 
memoirs that after the death of his father, his only comfort was the ongoing 
discussion sessions with his students concerning the siege of Port Arthur; he 
developed a reputation as an expert on the subject.  4   After returning from that 
posting, in 1911 he published  Material and Moral Lessons Taken from the Russo-
Japanese War and the Reasons for Japan’s Victory: A Nation’s Good Fortune from 
Its Own Power!  in which he focused on material lessons from the war (military 
strategies, training, and technology) and commented upon the moral essence 
of the Japanese forces.   5   Pertev Bey recounted in his book how “ . . . just as 
Japan’s victories had an extraordinary effect of incitement in China, agitation 
in Iran, and excitement in India and Egypt, it had the effect of freedom and 
[of] our Constitutional government arising . . . ,” as well as how fundamen-
tal were a constitution and moral character to creating the possibility for a 
nation’s progress:

  The Japanese today, however they choose a path worldwide with their 
character and moral superiority, we Ottomans, too, in time will move 
from victory to victory merely because of our character and our moral 
excellence, and we will have the whole world admiring us. If we want to 
progress in the field of determination and activity that is open before us 
because of the Constitution, and, saving our dear homeland from inter-
nal and external dangers, to find happiness, before all else we have to 
bestow an importance upon moral excellence; if nations whose charac-
ter and morality has been corrupted appear to have the highest material 
progress, we must be made to see that they are always doomed to perish 
and become extinct.  6     

 More will be said shortly about the importance Ottoman writers placed upon 
their various versions of “Eastern morality,” but for him, the Constitution 
provided the indispensable political framework for progress. 

 The recognition of the need for a modern, scientific education program 
for advancing the interests of the empire was a fundamental characteristic in 
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common among both Hamidian officials prior to 1908 and for most Ottoman 
intellectuals after the revolution—though they may have disagreed about how 
that education platform should best be carried out to produce a generation of 
skilled and well-trained citizens in the future. The Ottomans already consid-
ered the West a valuable source of science, technology, and military strategy; 
Japan’s system of instruction was said to have most successfully assimilated 
secular Western science. In fact, by 1905, Japan symbolized the best applica-
tion of the maxim “borrow science and technology from the West in order to 
defeat it.” N â m ı k Ekrem, in his Ottoman translation of a work on Japan writ-
ten around the time of the Russo-Japanese War, described the Japanese edu-
cation system as having been redesigned along these European lines because 
“the antecedents for a state’s and country’s wealth and prosperity are acquired 
as knowledge is advanced.”  7   Japanese ethical character and morality as it was 
cultivated in the educational system was assumed to lead to a modernized, 
sovereign, “Eastern” nation whose rewards included economic growth and 
expansion, as Ekrem argued in 1906,  

  Currently the Japanese were not left behind Europeans in any indus-
try. . . . Because the Europeans are our neighbors, we see and hear imme-
diately about their industries, their accomplishments, their advances. 
Though the Japanese recede into the world’s far corner, they work con-
tinuously, they discover, they conduct experiments. They benefit them-
selves the most from the inventions and discoveries which they bring 
to light due to their determination and their zeal. And in this manner 
they move forward.  8     

 Dialogue on Japan was still shadowed by the knowledge of Europe as neighbor 
and measuring rod for modernity; the Ottoman state’s underlying belief was 
that the West was currently more technologically advanced. But Japan, rep-
resenting the modernized “East,” had caught up and even surpassed Europe, 
according to Ekrem. In every section of his text was a comparison of Japanese 
accomplishments to those of Europe and America, whether it was that “the 
enthusiasm, the desire for progress, the love of knowledge among the Japanese 
is not lagging behind that of the Europeans,”  9   or that the smog of Japan’s 
urban areas resembled that of London because of the “advances of Japanese 
manufacturing.”  10   For  

   . . . even if [Japanese] industry heads had not seen encouragement or 
stimulus from the government [for growth of industries], they would 
not have refrained from their efforts and attention, and from compet-
ing with foreigners. They never departed from earnestness and upright-
ness in their trades and in their duties. Because of this they continue to 
progress.  11     

 Japan had successfully reformed itself as a result of the modern (Western sci-
entific) education of its youth. The Japanese government supposedly granted 
complete control over children’s training and studies to the administrative and 
instructional offices of the schools themselves, and because Japanese schools 
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emphasized practicality over theory in education (if they did not, their teach-
ers were considered negligent in their duties), Japan had been able to advance 
in the areas of medicine, agriculture, industry, and every other science.  12   The 
attitude toward Japanese education did not change much after the 1908 revo-
lution; an Ottoman translation of a Japanese author’s work reiterated that 
Japan’s education had been reformed with attention to technology and man-
ufacturing, which had in turn improved the nation’s army and navy, and 
had caused Japan to become rivals with Europe in industry so that ultimately 
“the Japanese could take pride in having been the first among Eastern and 
non-Christian peoples to enter the ranks of the civilized powers. The Japanese 
proved again that Asians are not by any means inferior to Europeans.”  13   

 Fundamental to cultivating patriotism in Japan’s youth and the moderniza-
tion of its country and people was the state’s implementation of a compulsory 
education program that could be enforced strictly, as one contributor to the 
Ottoman journal  S   ı   r   â   t-   ı    Mustak   î   m  put it:

  The schools, to which Japan owes its civilizational and political strength 
today, are a good lesson for other peoples of Asia and the East. . . . the 
East, advancing with the same ideas, treats with great respect the reputa-
tion of a Japan that inflicted a crushing defeat upon a great government 
of the West. Behold, Japan is the name we greatly respect; manifesting 
for us, its Eastern comrades, primary schools and compulsory education, 
it will urge us to think [to do the same].  14     

 Japan had been able to enforce its mandatory education program, and though 
“Japan’s law of compulsory education resembles ours . . . the Japanese are able to 
administer that law, whereas we are living incapable of its implementation.”  15   
The Ottoman state had to take responsibility for education as a duty to soci-
ety. Its subjects were required to struggle toward this end, because  

  We say, “the government, taking a position as the general population’s 
father, made primary education compulsory.” This is quite a truthful and 
correct fact. But governments must fulfill that paternal duty truthfully. 
Behold, it is Japan which has succeeded in this. With thirty years or so 
of effort it has attained many [more] years-worth of European progress, 
owing merely to the great consideration that would affix dedication to 
duty to paternalism. . . . We, all the people of Islam, Easterners, must not 
at any time restrain . . . from paying attention to the advances that Japan 
owes to its efforts and resolution. If we want to be saved from ignorance 
and captivity, we must strive like that, with much great fortitude.  16     

 Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim’s son Ahmed M ü nir, a student at Tokyo’s Waseda 
University in 1913, illustrated for Ottoman readers the aim of Japanese edu-
cators in exerting great efforts in order to bring forth “a national spirit, a 
national idea,” a task, he wrote, that required committed teachers as well as 
fiscal support from the government (which it got), even generously provid-
ing schooling for the poor.  17   Quoting a speech delivered during the thirtieth-
year anniversary celebration of Waseda’s inauguration, M ü nir repeated Count 
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Okuma’s hope to undertake “renewing the national element for the benefit 
of my homeland”; exhibits on Japan’s history and culture presented what 
their educational system had been designed to deliver: “They displayed the 
Japanese’ intellectual advances and political reforms of a half century” to rep-
resentatives from universities the world over who attended the celebration to 
demonstrate their solidarity with Japan’s educational achievements, but sadly 
and indicative of the Ottoman Empire’s shortcomings, wrote M ü nir, “I heard 
the name of all but our university in Istanbul.”  18   The Ottoman government 
had an obligation to use every means available in order to provide a mod-
ern, compulsory education for its people as Japan had done. Japanese educa-
tion provided all the means necessary to accomplish modernity: it inculcated 
patriotic morals and a spirit of self-sacrifice for the sake of the nation among 
the youth; it preserved indigenous heritage and assimilated Western science; 
Japanese education created the foundations for military and economic power 
that could combat Western aggression.  

  Education, Patriotism, and the Military 

 The grand narrative of Japanese superiority that was being constructed to 
define what it meant to be a worthy Eastern nation in the modern world 
ironically came to mean that part of being civilized at the turn of the century 
meant winning bloody wars, the most extreme expression of violence. Japan 
had succeeded in this; German military experts, whose opinions military offi-
cer Pertev Bey respected, encouraged him in his admiration by commenting 
on the genius of Japan and its commanders in the Russo-Japanese War. In 
1906, the Ottoman War Academy press published German general staff offi-
cer Major Freiherr von Luttwitz’s military history and critical commentary, 
 Japanese Assault Tactics in the Last East Asia Campaign , which detailed spe-
cific battles of the war.  19   An article by officer Ali Fu’ad that appeared in the 
Ottoman military journal,  Asker  a few years later described how  

   . . . the significance achieved from the point-of-view of service to the 
military in the great war in the Far East . . . that has caused a crescent of 
hope to arise among . . . all the peoples of Asia . . . is greater than [previ-
ous] influences and transformations obtained in every system, in every 
manner, in every science; it is greater than other benefits and results 
which were assured in the name of war expertise.” It is a sacred duty for 
us in this era of bountiful freedom to secure everything beneficial for 
our army from among the accumulation of facts that this war drew to 
[our] attention. In particular, the war in the Far East possessed an excep-
tional value and significance for our army . . . Russia was one of the war-
ring sides, the other the Japanese, who quite resemble Ottomans with 
regard to their un-tempered characteristics, virtues, and warlike inclina-
tions. . . . therefore this war was important, quite important for us, more 
so than for England, Germany, and France.  20     

 Ottoman military officers pointed out similarities between the Japanese 
and themselves; they focused on the causes of Japanese victory, translated 
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foreign articles and books on the subject, and came to their own conclusions 
about the reasons behind Japan’s war success. Ottoman staff officers in the 
War Department translated Russian, French, and German essays concerning 
Japan’s defeat of Russia in 1905 that were published in  Asker .  21   

 Japan’s success in wars stimulated Ottoman publishing of two types after 
the 1908 Young Turk Revolution: first, as an expression of the desire to gener-
ate an “armed nation,” Ottoman writers, some of whom were military offi-
cers, discussed education and the propagation of patriotic sentiments among 
both the general population and among soldiers.  22   Many possessed a hyper-
romanticized view, proposing that Japan’s defeat of Russia had only to do 
with Japanese moral superiority. While this was a strong component of the 
discourse, more typically Ottoman writers recognized the role of education 
in providing practical military training and indoctrinating patriotism into 
Japanese citizens at a young age. Second, the motif of Japanese military prac-
tices and technology became the main focus of the Ottoman state’s armed 
forces, with the peak of Ottoman interest in Japanese military strength, strate-
gies, and tactics coinciding with the Balkan Wars and continuing through the 
First World War, as the empire tried to find a way to survive its many confron-
tations on land and sea. Let us deal with each of these trends in turn. 

 The image of the morally superior Japanese fighting man appeared con-
stantly in the Ottoman press. Abdullah Cevdet, whose journal   İ   ctih   â   d  fre-
quently carried articles on Japan in the pre-revolution era, put it this way in a 
speech in 1909, even accusing his Muslim countrymen of behaving immorally 
in contrast to the honorable Japanese:

  The Japanese, small-framed yet high-principled, for the sake of knowl-
edge and virtue the Japanese thrashed Russia round for round like an 
ogre, as though beating a child, they drove them from Manchuria, they 
sunk their mountain-shaped warships, seizing more than half of them. . 
The virtuous Japanese! The Japanese . . . sent back to Russia the watches, 
money, and valuables they found in the pockets of Russian officers 
killed during the war. Oh my Muslim countrymen, do you not thrust 
into your pockets the property of your enemy slain in battle, saying it 
is war booty?  23     

 Nonetheless, for military success, Colonel Pertev Bey recognized that both 
moral fortitude and actual training were necessary, since  

   . . . one should always be assured of victory if one knows how to properly 
use rifles, utilizes the land, and . . . acts by oneself. . . . At the same time, 
one should possess great heart, always maintain a trace of moderation, 
and should demonstrate a fearless indifference in the face of every pos-
sibility and sudden circumstance. The Japanese foot-soldier combined 
in himself these material and moral attributes so that he triumphed 
everywhere.  24     

 He and other Ottoman military personnel shaped general attitudes about 
Japan in their writings for consumption by both state and society, in an effort 
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to cultivate similar results in Ottoman lands. If the Ottoman army hoped to 
maintain its ability to protect the empire, reform would have to accommo-
date the need for a well-educated army along Japanese lines. This educational 
strategy had two goals: to train personnel as a skilled fighting force capable 
of good judgment and managing the latest technology, and to stimulate 
patriotic feelings among soldiers. Both Japanese commanders and conscripts, 
Pertev wrote, “because of the thoroughness of their military education and 
training, always come out of a situation with great skill, even in the most 
critical times,” and their heroism, their self-sacrifice, their “moral upbring-
ing” to which they so strongly adhered, made them victors over Russia.  25   Staff 
Officer Lt. Re ş it G â lip, in a military newspaper article seemingly translated 
from Russian, argued that by studying the circumstances and events sur-
rounding the war in newspapers, the Japanese were better equipped to handle 
the duties expected of them and were more apt to follow orders accordingly.  26   
In contrast to the Russians who were merely encouraged to serve “Czar, God, 
and homeland,” the Japanese could all read and write and therefore learned 
and understood the true needs of the nation because they received superior 
training at a young age:

  The Japanese are prepared for military service before being called to 
arms . . . they must know how to take apart and put together a rifle in 
middle school . . . all Japanese youth are raised with an intensely patriotic 
ideal and a deep love of homeland. In Russia there is no military educa-
tion and training in the imperial schools at all; in Japan the military is 
trained in peacetime so as to be ready for the cost of war.  27     

 The education of future generations was the method by which to sustain the 
life and welfare of the nation, by teaching and training to foster an “armed 
nation.” Pertev Bey interweaved comparisons between Japan and the Ottoman 
Empire in this discussion, often comparing fourteenth-century Ottoman con-
quests to modern Japanese victories, with hopeful advice for his compatriots:

  Because of this zeal, the hearts of Japanese children are filled with feel-
ings of love of homeland and willingness to sacrifice, and they form 
the basis of a terrific armed nation . . . We Ottomans, too, formed a true 
armed nation; as long as we possessed a materially and spiritually strong 
army, we were at the apex of conquering might and greatness. One of 
the most important reasons for our passing into a long era of decline 
afterwards was that we were deprived of a military class that would be 
suitable for a regular army.  28     

 For him, the status of a country’s military was in direct proportion to the 
condition of its society; weak, un-spirited, uneducated armed forces reflected 
a lack of patriotism in the population. He linked education to military break-
down and the fall of empires, but he discerned a way for the Ottoman Empire 
to recover from its dilemmas. First, instituting universal conscription in the 
Ottoman military had allowed Christians and Muslims alike to carry out their 
national duty, so that the Empire was again functioning as an “armed nation” 
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with a responsibility to defeat its enemies.  29   Second, the experience of Japan 
should guide the way:

  Nowadays we, like the Japanese, inculcate our children in primary 
schools with patriotic emotion and military mentality; if we raise them 
in a heroic manner, ready to sacrifice their lives in the army at every 
moment for Sultan, homeland, and nation, the “Ottoman Army” would 
henceforth fear no one in the world save the Lord.  30     

 Staff Officer Lt. Re ş it G â lip explained in 1909 in  Asker  that the Japanese were 
supposedly consistent in tending to military personnel and equipment needs, 
which ensured their victory over China, and over Russia in 1905 as well. He 
described the disparity between Russian and Japanese fighting forces this 
way:

  For the war in Manchuria the Russian went, saying “I am a soldier, they 
are conducting a war, so I will go.” In other words he was not prepared 
with any prior ideas or aspirations. But every Japanese individual knew 
that to lose this war was a matter of life and death. Because the govern-
ment, during a long era of peace, made ready this army’s arms, muni-
tions, and means of war materiel, just as at the same time they filled 
the hearts of the nation’s individuals with a spiritual force of ammuni-
tion, and they armed perfectly both the army’s branches and its souls, 
in order to utilize in a burst the product of a particular belief. Behold 
this state, more so in the beginning of the war, indicating a Japanese 
person’s great superiority over that of a Russian.  31     

 Japanese military figures typified the virtues necessary to win wars; words 
composed by a Russian officer, Sloveyev, gave the Ottoman reader a positive 
sense of this inherent Japanese morality:

  Japanese officers without a doubt possess quite a high-minded ideo-
logical refinement, an intractable character of iron [will], in short, an 
ability encompassing all conditions. In reality, they are endowed with 
intensity, confidence, courage, a sense of discipline and unity, and most 
completely a feeling of self-sacrifice, so could there have been a bet-
ter guarantee for victory than these?. . . . And we must add, the desire to 
prevail over the enemy vehemently, with exaggerated patriotism that 
invigorates the entire Japanese nation.  32     

 Where did this Japanese morality originate? According to Colonel Pertev Bey, 
Japanese education generated patriots because Japanese children’s “mate-
rial education” included fundamental  Bushid   ō   [samurai] precepts for moral 
upbringing that brought out “ . . . a great zeal [for] the preservation and defense 
of the entire homeland.”  33   The popular conception that the Japanese still main-
tained a samurai code of ethics fueling their entire existence was described in 
an Ottoman newspaper article:
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  Individuals are educated and brought up with “Bushid ō”  principles. 
Bushid ō  is a code of moral conduct related to being a warrior . . . the code 
of ethics that Bushid ō  entails penetrates the depths of Japanese’ souls. As 
a result of this influence, they say that “in war we would see the spirits 
of our ancestors revolving around us. They would help us and determine 
our duty.”  34     

 Nitobei Inaz ō  ’ s  Bushid   ō   : The Soul of Japan , which was published in 1905 to 
explicate Japanese morality to European audiences, was later translated into 
Middle Eastern vernaculars and likely informed Ottoman military officers’ 
ideas about the Japanese.  35   Certainly Pertev Bey’s perspective was influenced 
by this work, as his section on moral lessons from the Japanese reiterated the 
combination of Japanese Confucian ethics and the  Bushid   ō   samurai code of 
honor to generate a unique Japanese morality that involved a sense of duty 
toward the nation and respect for its cultural heritage, dedication to protect-
ing the homeland, courage, heroism, and a willingness to sacrifice one’s life 
for the cause:

  One of the moral precepts that Confucius instituted is love of fam-
ily, home, and ancestral line, so that in today’s terms, it means none 
other than national feeling  (milliyet)  and love of homeland  (vatan) . 
The Japanese are one of the peoples that take the most pride in their 
nation. . . . After a Japanese departs from his country to travel to Europe 
and America in order to study science and knowledge, returning again 
to his homeland, he feels a more intense attachment to the nation than 
before, he is connected to his country with a greater affection than previ-
ously; he brings beneficial European and American things all by himself, 
a lot of things that we consider detrimental or unnecessary, which are 
in the name of civilization. Sixty million Japanese today, from youngest 
to eldest, love and hold their nation sacred with the same emotion, the 
same intensity.  36     

 In the modern era, the Emperor, the homeland, and the nation were Japanese 
incentives for which to demonstrate personal integrity and sacrifice one’s life, 
as their performance in the war had proved.  37   “The entire Japanese nation 
(including women and children) are prepared to give their lives in order not 
to allow a single enemy to set foot in our country”  38   because  

  one of the extraordinary traits of the Japanese nation is the sense of 
duty. Duty is considered more sacred than anything. It is the sense of 
duty that most generates the big-heartedness and willingness to sacrifice 
as well as the love and attachment to Emperor, homeland, and nation. 
Again, the sense of duty is such that in the Japanese army . . . [there] is a 
military brotherhood.  39     

 This samurai warrior ethic was central to his understanding of Japanese 
 character—he fused native morality with nationalism and patriotic sensibilities, 
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giving new strength to the notion of being Eastern, and, in his own particular 
view, of being Ottoman: explaining that “the entire Japanese nation’s moral 
upbringing is based on  Bushid   ō  ;  Bushid   ō   in turn is based on the Confucian 
notions of duty to elders and the Six Relationships, as well as on Buddhist 
spirituality that retains an indifference toward life on earth and looks to the 
paradise of the afterlife.” Pertev Bey noted the similarity in Muslim attitudes: 
“The inner motive for this indifference toward life . . . is not a difficult thing 
for us Muslims to understand. Since we believe in the Hereafter and in provi-
dence, there’s no significance to life at all in our eyes.”  40   He then carried his 
analogy of Japanese Confucianism and Islam to its logical conclusion: Japan’s 
Confucian morality dictated complete obedience toward elders as well as filial 
piety, thus translating in military terms into soldiers’ acceptance of their supe-
riors’ orders, dedication to their unit when in battle, and ultimately the will-
ing sacrifice of their own lives for the sake of the Japanese Emperor. In turn, 
the Islamic religion’s  jih   â   d , which he said consisted of the  g   â   z   â   (expedition or 
raid) and   ş   eh   â   dat  (martyrdom), lended a similar spiritual content to Ottoman 
Muslim military personnel. 

 Japanese society’s tendency for everyone to rise to the level of their 
abilities like a well-oiled machine (due to Confucian notions of harmony) 
spilled over into military administration; Pertev Bey claimed he had never 
seen such an army as Japan’s, “an extraordinary harmony of parts blend-
ing together . . . a matchless unity prevails.”  41   Military fraternity produced a 
strength and organization within the armed forces that was unbeatable in 
wartime.  42   The Japanese were grave and dignified in combat, they went “one 
by one, like a machine, emotionless, heartless, spiritless, voiceless” to defend 
a battle line in the name of a “patriotic affection” that even the Russian 
general Kropotkin respected.  43   The lessons the Ottoman armed forces were 
to heed were that within this brotherhood, the leadership had to act in a 
unified manner and not for mere personal gain. Pertev Bey hoped to tap 
into the Ottoman military officer’s sense of pride in the Empire’s glorious 
gazi warrior past as well as his contemporary patriotic sentiments toward 
the Sublime Porte, in order to create the same momentum for an “armed 
nation” that had manifested in Japan and defended that nation against for-
eign occupation. 

 Beyond Pertev Bey’s extensive writings, the other observable trend in 
Ottoman military literature that manifested after the 1908 Revolution was 
that of analytical treatises designed to help the Ottoman armed forces dis-
cern better war tactics by studying the operations conducted during Japan’s 
war with Russia. Before the start of the Balkan Wars, some of the Ottoman 
military literature on the Russo-Japanese War tended to subtly combine the 
quantitative data with commentary concerning Japanese patriotism. But gen-
erally speaking, unlike the more sensationalized popular news coverage of 
this war that appeared in an earlier period, as well as books concentrating on 
the Japanese nation as a model for modernity mentioned previously, military 
conferences exploring Japan’s conflicts and various translations of European 
and Russian texts indicated the Ottomans were more interested in objectively 
examining military history in order to find practical solutions in battle. They 
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contemplated more direct contact with the Japanese as potential military 
advisers for the Ottoman land and sea forces. There was a certain gravity and 
deromanticized tone in their introductions; military officers carried out their 
duty in providing up-to-date, factual information concerning Japan’s victo-
ries in war. They varied somewhat from the imagery presented on Japan that 
served the more fluid purposes of nation-building and social reform. Theirs 
was a scientific approach to studying war, and these war treatises were a means 
to enhance Ottoman military administration and performance. 

 The Ottoman Ministry of the Navy, interested in exploring other countries’ 
naval capabilities, held a conference to review military tactics and forces uti-
lized during the Sino-Japanese and Spanish-American Wars, the proceedings 
of which were published.  44   Lieutenant M ü mtaz Bey, the main lecturer, evalu-
ated the reasons behind the respective victors’ successes, explaining that the 
three measures of military strength were troops, equipment, and weaponry. 
The strength of the troops was further broken down into three measures of 
quality: spiritual state, or morale; skill or art of warfare; and military train-
ing/education, the second of which also depended ultimately upon education 
and training.  45   M ü mtaz Bey could also not resist delving into morality in his 
exploration of these wars. He described soldiers’ spiritual state, or morale, as 
consisting of their sense of good judgment and their actions in support of it, 
their comradeship, personal honor, in general their “moral virtues,” coupled 
with courage and the ability to carry out any duty without fear; he differenti-
ated between “common” courage, or what people were born with, “acquired” 
courage, a professional skill based upon self-confidence, and “accidental” 
courage, when one somehow inexplicably trusted the equipment, weapons, or 
comrades to succeed.  46   The Japanese, M ü mtaz Bey claimed, possessed a high 
morale, whereas the Chinese did not. Given the fact that the Ottomans were 
at war in the Balkans at the time, they hoped to enlighten and inspire their 
troops with these meetings. 

 In 1912, Captain Mustafa Kemal translated Russian naval officer Vladmir 
Semenov’s detailed personal account of the Russo-Japanese battle at Tsushima, 
  Ç   osima Muharebesi , which included diagrams of battle formations, statistics 
on Russian and Japanese naval forces, and observations on Japanese admiral 
Togo’s abilities at sea. Kemal remarked in his introduction that it was “the 
most respected documentation today” of that conflict; sections of the book 
had already been translated and published in the Ottoman government’s 
navy journal,  Ceride-yi Bahriye .  47   Another example of the effort to appropri-
ate practical knowledge that would serve the Ottoman military was a 1914 
report on the “Navies of the Great Powers” published in the Ottoman naval 
journal  Mecmua-y   ı    Seneviye-yi Bahriye.  It summarized national expenditures on 
naval acquisitions in England, America, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, and 
Austria-Hungary; including Japan among the major sea powers of the world, it 
qualified the findings by mentioning “ . . . the degree to which Japanese naval 
construction was dependent upon European example.”  48   In 1917 the Ottoman 
Navy printed a pamphlet statistically detailing the entire Japanese fleet.  49   The 
Ottomans, caught up in the First World War, were still interested in the secrets 
behind Japan’s successful military exploits.  
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  Eastern Morality and Patriotism, Beyond the Military 

 Pertev Bey tirelessly argued that a nation must not be tempted by the falseness 
of material civilization, but should rely upon its native values to guide it along 
the path to modernity. Japanese morality as he defined it led to the sustained 
life of a nation, and not only through success in war. There were other conse-
quences attributed to a nation’s morality. Pertev Bey explained:

  It is necessary for moral character to be solid and healthy in order to 
protect spiritual strength from being disrupted. Solidity gives strength 
and endurance to virtues of the heart, the spirit, and the mind. Nations 
always arise because of moral character; they proceed to the grave of 
extinction by reason of immorality. The Japanese, who are completely 
convinced of this, place importance more than anything else upon pro-
tecting the nation’s morals against being ruined.  50     

 How did a nation preserve its moral character? First, Pertev Bey explained, a 
nation should respect its cultural heritage so that it could choose the right 
path for itself on the road to modernity, since “the level of (a people’s) knowl-
edge is greatly affected by its national customs and traditions.”  51   Japan’s abil-
ity to maintain its indigenous heritage (showing “an extreme respect for the 
basic national customs, quite like they maintain respectfully [their] histori-
cal memories”) while appropriating from abroad when necessary (“becoming 
civilized”) allowed the Japanese to make the proper choices to advance the 
welfare of their nation and survive in the modern world.  52   Quoting an article 
by Azeri Muslim Ahmet A ğ ao ğ lu titled “National Upbringing” (“Terbiye-yi 
Milliye”) that appeared in  Terc   ü   man-   ı    Hakikat  several months earlier explicat-
ing the dangers involved in indiscriminate borrowing from outside one’s cul-
tural sphere, Pertev Bey reprinted the following:

  A people without national upbringing sees neither felicity nor does 
it find perpetuity. A people like this loses the way in a desert without 
limits, resembling a traveler that runs directly to every mirage he sees; 
finally, unable to find peace and a route for himself to avoid evil, he 
perishes and disappears.  53     

 A ğ ao ğ lu, he wrote, had invoked these words so that Ottomans would not forget 
the consequences; despite the temptation to indiscriminately adopt Western 
civilization, the Ottoman Empire should learn from Japan and select care-
fully what it needed, with cultural heritage as a basis upon which to build the 
modern state. These Ottoman intellectuals believed the  nineteenth-century 
Japanese myth of Social Darwinist selectivity in borrowing, although the real-
ity in late Meiji Japan was very much to the contrary: Japanese elites had in 
fact strived in earnest to cast off much of their “Japanese-ness” in favor of 
Western cultural attributes at this time. 

 Second, morality dictated a duty to serve the nation in war, in politics, and 
in an educational capacity. Japanese heroes such as General Nogi and Admiral 
Togo had fulfilled their military duties at the expense of personal losses in 
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the conflict. Military leadership should not be confined merely to fighting 
wars, however. Japanese war minister Terauchi served also as the governor 
of Korea, extending his knowledge and skills to manage a political enterprise 
for the sake of the Japanese nation. In 1910, General Nogi served in a diplo-
matic capacity for Japan by attending King George V’s coronation. Marquis 
Ōyama, Marquis It ō  (recently assassinated), Yamagata, and Togo all served the 
Emperor in Parliament or in the Cabinet because “every duty, every position 
is entrusted to the people” and “men of great heart always are elected for great 
tasks.”  54   Pertev Bey viewed Japanese statesmen as men with a sense of equity, 
moderation, and nonpartisanship, who dutifully served their homeland and 
nation. He was not alone in his admiration for Japanese administrative meth-
ods that incorporated military officers. Their obligations were not limited to 
the political realm either; some Japanese officers participated in the education 
system as well.  55   

 Ottoman writers wrestling with this question of patriotism and morality 
had a keen understanding of the power of Japan’s Shint ō  cult of the emperor 
that had motivated the Japanese in their devotional national identity. The 
Meiji Emperor was revered as the physical symbol of the new, young nation 
for which the Japanese were willing to sacrifice.  56   He represented a firmly 
preserved, traditional Japanese past that served the Japanese homeland as 
the backbone of moral character, giving Japan a foundation from which to 
advance into the world, to absorb modern science and technology, and even-
tually to compete with the West. On his deathbed in 1912, Japan’s Emperor 
still objectified the determination of the Japanese people in their patriotic 
pursuit of modernity.  57     İ   ctih   â   d  published a posthumous ode to the Emperor 
in 1913 that challenged Western claims of superiority by expounding upon 
Japan’s current equality with Europe, and its inspiration of other peoples in 
Asia:

  The land of the Rising Sun is today neck and neck with the foremost 
nations of the world, intellectually, technologically, scientifically, pro-
ductively, commercially, agriculturally, politically, socially, militar-
ily . . . yes, Japan’s rise made the awakening of the East a consequence. 
In the liberating motion of this [Japanese] ascension are awakened 
the dormant passions of the Muslim, the Hindu, the Brahmin, the 
Confucian. . . . The miraculous transformation Japan showed, from an 
oppressive feudalism into an elevated and rather progressive constitu-
tional monarchy, is a development owing to His Excellency the late 
Emperor.  58     

 Ottomans viewed the Japanese Emperor as Meiji statesmen desired him to be 
perceived, and their agency in constructing an understanding of their impe-
rial sovereign abroad is obvious. Ottoman journalistic discussions were often 
translations of interviews with members of the Japanese elite who would 
explain for example that the Japanese Emperor had granted the nation its free-
dom by his own hand (through ratification of a constitution and the opening 
of a two-house parliament) after having cultivated a national spirit suited to 
the needs of a modern country.   59   He made every decision with the intention 
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of renovating, or modernizing, the nation because the Emperor was “a sover-
eign, a modernizer, a statesman, a soldier, a humanist, and a literateur” for his 
“family,” his Japanese nation.  60   The Emperor’s authority, sanctioned by tradi-
tions of past centuries but in keeping with principles of the modern world, 
was legitimated through constitutional articles drafted to define power. The 
Japanese Imperial Rescript on Education (also quoted in this journal) linked 
Japanese moral education to the Emperor’s position so that Japanese tradi-
tion, morality, and modern constitutionality were inseparably connected in 
a form that strengthened and protected the nation, the Emperor being the 
physical embodiment of that connection.  61   

 To create the same sense of duty that the Japanese had fulfilled for their 
Emperor, patriotism in Ottoman lands had to be tailored to the Empire’s heri-
tage and circumstances. The Ottoman Sultan was not sufficient as an object 
around which to elicit such loyalty and dedication. Young Turk Unionists 
expected that the mere provision of a rational, constitutional, capitalist regime 
would be enough to draw out patriotic love of homeland and self-sacrifice for 
one’s nation from post-revolution Ottoman society.  Tanin , the CUP mouth-
piece, elaborated upon this new social structure that was both a prerequisite 
to and the result of fulfilling this sense of duty toward the Ottoman state, one 
which the Unionists had struggled to (re-)establish and were still striving to 
complete:

  “Duty is heavier than a mountain; death is lighter than a feather” 
[Quoting Emperor’s words to his troops]. In the social life of a nation, 
these words are worthy of being considered normative behavior of an 
individual, individuals, all sectors of society. . . . This patriotic life in the 
Japanese gives birth to a sense of duty, a passion for duty; it urges the 
Japanese to sacrifice in every manner . . . to carry it out means to know 
justice and to practice it. . . . If we consider ourselves for a moment, we 
understand how indifferent, how incapable we are in the face of truth 
and duty. When is it that, like the Japanese . . . we will be able to raise a 
future generation like this to face life anew, with this strength of a firm 
and prosperous upbringing? Behold, at that time we will know, saying 
“in this empire and nation, in this environment, in this horizon, there 
is a social and political order.”  62     

 The CUP authorities felt they had acted according to notions of Ottoman 
morality and patriotic duty to the Empire to put the nation back on its proper 
course.  Tanin  proffered the nation’s strength as its Ottoman youth, who would 
now be raised to perform their duties—not in service to the Sultan, but to the 
reformed Ottoman state—within the framework of a secular, orderly, modern 
(parliamentary) society. 

 The Ottoman journal  S   ı   r   â   t-   ı    Mustak   î   m  described Japan’s carefully engineered 
balance of “national education” as the foundation of its power: received and 
inculcated indigenous Japanese tradition, a cult of sacrifice for the Emperor, 
and the assimilation of Western technical and administrative methods pro-
duced a modern society of patriotic citizens in that precarious balance of 
“Eastern values and Western techniques.”  63   The Japanese had mastered the 
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sciences, whereas Muslims in the Ottoman system, despite having been pro-
vided all means to knowledge since the time of the Prophet, were said to 
have failed to strive seriously enough to advance.  64   In Japan, in addition to 
the established compulsory education system, there were dedicated instruc-
tors who even provided extracurricular learning sessions to generate patriotic 
sentiments among Japanese youth.  65   The Unionists took this to heart and fol-
lowed in the footsteps of the Japanese, these “well-informed, scientifically 
learned men who give particular conferences. . in a group of special salons . . . ” 
who, “every evening in these salons, read works that were written for patriots, 
related wonderful stories that would cultivate feelings of love of homeland.”  66   
The Young Turks undertook to provide similar conferences for their Ottoman 
compatriots. 

 Mun ī r Ya ʿ q ū b, author of several articles in the Arabic paper  al-Muqtabas (al-
Umma) , leveled a subtle objection at the Ottoman ruling authorities in his 
description of Japan as unique among Asian nations because it had assimi-
lated Western science with its own native culture. He discussed why Western 
nations were advanced and prosperous, what the Ottoman Empire needed to 
undertake, and what it has undertaken to reach the same level of progress:

  Our government borrowed from Japan, this vigorous Eastern nation 
which gained in half a century what had been lost to it in twenty cen-
turies, the matter of sending students of science to Europe in order that 
they learn the vital sciences such as sociology, economics, law, medi-
cine, forestry and minerology, and the fine arts, and that they become 
accustomed to financial activities and become skilled in [Japan’s] mili-
tary and naval affairs. This method the Mikad ō  nation undertook in 
the beginning of their awakening. Every year they send two thousand 
students to schools in Europe and America, returning to their country 
amply provided with the sciences and arts which yield benefits to their 
nation, restoring them to the level of the advanced nations.  67     

 Ya ʿ q ū b placed the Japanese people at the forefront of recognizing the 
need for studying Western science in order to modernize the country and to 
become adept at fields of modern international competition such as finan-
cial and military procedures. He faulted indiscriminate borrowing because it 
undercut indigenous morality while not providing for the true benefits of 
Western civilization. Japan’s modern education system was argued to be the 
most advanced and the most beneficial to a nation, while Ottoman education 
stifled progress and ignored local heritages. Another author stated that  

  Japan did not reach high status and respected standing except thanks 
to sending talented sons to complete their learning in American and 
European schools. It did not reach its elevated status except by estab-
lishing 10,000 different schools in its country to prepare millions of the 
learned and talented among its sons.  68     

 Japan illustrated the importance of education and the absorption of the 
appropriate Western studies as foundations upon which to advance the 
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nation. The issue of educating the populace had become extremely important 
in the Ottoman Empire and was initially addressed by Islamic modernists who 
needed to find a solution to the dilemma of the West’s superior technologi-
cal capability. Early intellectuals reasoned that Islam in its purest form was 
in no way contradictory to the pursuit of knowledge; however, years of cor-
rupt government and personal decadence had distorted the true meaning of 
Islam, placing Muslims in an inferior position to the West. As late as 1913, 
another Arabic paper, the Lebanese  al-   ʿ   Irf   ā   n , published statistics concerning 
the growth of the Japanese school system to demonstrate to its Arab readers 
the importance Japan placed upon educating its youth.  69   

  Al-Muqtabas  editor Mu ḥ ammad Kurd  ʿ Al ī  often expressed his ideas about 
education using the historical analogy of Japan. Anxious over what he saw 
as fundamental problems in the Ottoman Empire, Kurd  ʿ Al ī  voiced concern 
over the failure of Ottoman institutions of higher learning that catered only 
to those seeking future bureaucratic positions in the government. This, he 
argued, caused the citizenry to turn to foreign schools, which sufficed only 
for those interested in material-commercial gain, and consequently robbed 
the students of their patriotism (via instruction in European vernaculars). 
Likewise, he felt the possibility of economic decline due to European goods 
flooding the market, and he realized that general agricultural neglect had to 
be stopped through proper education. Japan had suffered a similar foreign 
intrusion in the decade after Commodore Perry’s appearance in 1853, in 
which Japan was forced to sign unequal trade treaties that opened its ports 
and allowed foreign goods to saturate its markets. But its national education 
system was modern, secular, and universal, permitting Japan to maintain its 
economic growth, repeal the treaties, and regain its domestic wealth. 

 Kurd  ʿ Al ī  initially accepted the Ottoman Empire as a viable political order 
provided it allow for diversity of language and culture within its lands. His 
memoirs mention the vast circle of Ottoman intellectuals with whom he 
associated, including not only Arab journalists of Syrian and Egyptian back-
grounds, but also Ottoman Turks, Kurds, and Armenians whose Ottomanist 
views he shared as a national ideology in earlier years.  70   But he strongly felt 
the need for government provision of the most modern national system of 
instruction in the students’ native language, in order to affirm their culture 
and identity. He saw the Arab community as a distinctive group deserving of 
an education in Arabic; in later years he would consider their potential as a 
future independent political unit. The CUP’s maintenance of the constitu-
tional clause delegating Ottoman Turkish as the language of instruction in 
the state schools until 1913 aggravated the delicate relationship between Arab 
and Turk and caused Arabs with Ottomanist leanings to question the logic 
of supporting a state that seemed to discriminate against them. Kurd  ʿ Al ī  ’ s 
articles on education and specifically on Japan’s education system were subtle 
criticisms of CUP policy. This is reflected in Kurd  ʿ Al ī’ s introduction to a series 
of articles on “National Education”:

  The question of education is among the most important social questions 
in the world . . . National ( wa   ṭ   an   ī  ) education is the most progressive type 
of education because of its preservation of races, languages, customs, and 
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nationalities. Because of this you find the struggle over this issue exceed-
ingly great between the dominant nations and the defeated. . . . The 
Algerians only complain about France because it intends to annihilate 
their race, language and religion by teaching French principles and lan-
guage. The Koreans are only frustrated because the Japanese love to give 
Korean people the appearance of [Japanese] character and impress their 
character upon their colonies.  71     

 Despite his enduring Ottomanist attitudes, Kurd  ʿ Al ī  cautiously insinuated a 
parallel between the Arabs under the CUP regime and colonized peoples in 
this discussion; the implication was that Arabs’ national heritage was being 
stifled under the present system. 

 Kurd  ʿ Al ī  espoused views about the need for a modern, secular, scientific 
education system to reform the populace and make them loyal citizens, views 
that did not necessarily differ much from those of the CUP. Where he dif-
fered was that he emphasized the need for the curriculum to be presented in 
the appropriate language and to conform to Ottoman peoples’ cultural sensi-
bilities. Using the Japanese as a barometer to measure national education, he 
highlighted its secular nature in “Moral Instruction in Japan”:

  Education in Japan is purely knowledge-oriented (  ʿ   ilm   ī   )  and religion 
does not have the slightest authority in the school. For France and Japan 
are the only two kingdoms which propagated the principles of non-reli-
gious ( l   ā   d   ī   n   ī   )  “secular” education in the entire world. In Japan education 
is separate from religion, according to the Education Law promulgated 
in 1872.  72     

 Japan “ . . . did not refrain from sacrificing the most cherished of what it has 
for the sake of progressive development and the dissemination of education 
throughout the land.”  73   Kurd  ʿ Al ī  stressed the importance of indigenously 
developing education that did not obfuscate a people’s inherent nature and 
morality, a lesson the CUP should take to heart:

  The idea of secular education is not an invention of the new govern-
ment; rather they found similar practices in the ancient history of Japan. 
Buddhist priests did not teach religion in their institutions . . . rather the 
schools raise them on morals and noble character traits, so education in 
Japan is purely secular; religion does not influence [education].  74     

 Education in the Islamic world had traditionally been in the hands of the 
religious class, a tradition he saw as outmoded. Japan’s example illustrated 
for him the necessity to reform the system along modern lines. But crucial 
to his attitude was his desire to see a modern education that did not com-
pel anyone to betray their beliefs or identity, observing that “the Japanese 
government . . . leaves to every individual the freedom of sect.”  75   Kurd  ʿ Al ī  was 
familiar with the 1890 Japanese Imperial Rescript on Education that provided 
a national education model for all Japanese schools to follow. He deemed 
it important enough to translate, although he said that “ . . . some attribute 
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Japanese patriotism to what the schools inculcate in them . . . but they are mis-
taken in that because love of homeland is one of the characteristics of the 
Japanese man.”  76   He believed Japanese patriotic sentiment was inherent in 
the people; moral character needed only minor reinforcement. According to 
his interpretation of the decree, there were two types of education: general 
and patriotic.  77   Patriotic education sprung from certain moral precepts that 
set the Japanese apart from others; these could be considered the elements of 
native culture that inspired patriotism.  78   They made respect for and service in 
the name of the Emperor a religious obligation of sorts, and one that trans-
lated into enormous national unity. The strength of Japanese patriotism was 
evident even in early times:

  The first civilization the Japanese observed near them was the Chinese; 
however it did not affect patriotic spirit at all. Their foundation of 
education was “the Japanese spirit, then the wisdom[sagacity] of the 
Chinese.” Buddhism entered Japan in the sixth century and had a seri-
ous consequence for the morals of the Japanese. Since the 1868 reform 
occurred in Japan, numerous changes have taken place due to the spread 
of Western civilization, but the Japanese psyche did not lose any of its 
essence and excellence.  79     

 Japanese moral education was taught in higher institutions, as was commerce, 
technology, medicine, and other sciences. The ultimate objective of Japan’s 
education was to “refine the youngster’s soul and instill in him upright prin-
ciples to which the Japanese attach great importance,” for upon this the 
advancement or decline of their kingdom depended.  80   Here, Kurd  ʿ Al ī  denoted 
the key to all national success in the international political field: the success-
ful adoption of modern Western knowledge combined with native strength of 
moral character. In Japan, moral behavior was rigidly defined, not in purely 
religious terms (as he saw it to be in the Ottoman Empire), but in an ancient 
code of societal conduct that had persisted in Japan to that day. This indig-
enous code defined the direction toward which newly acquired knowledge 
should be channeled; it was the moral obligation to preserve the nation. 

 For Kurd  ʿ Al ī , a clear parallel could be drawn between the Japanese, their 
moral character, their ancestral ties and devotion to the nation, and the 
Ottoman nation with its Arabo-Islamic heritage that served as the moral com-
pass to reach Ottoman modernity by integrating the culture of the Ottoman 
Empire’s various peoples with a reformed education system. It was not to be 
an Islamic education, but would be based on the morals and values Islam his-
torically had nurtured in Ottoman society. 

 Kurd  ʿ Al ī  believed that all civilizations developed based on reciprocal 
exchange and enrichment, and civilizations did not arise in opposition to one 
another.  81   They merely borrowed positive aspects from one culture and refined 
them for their own betterment. The greatness of the Arabs in ancient times 
was in part due to their status as a source of knowledge from which other cul-
tures have borrowed. Thus the current confrontation of Eastern and Western 
civilizations was actually an historic synthesis of cultures that would produce 
a higher level of civilization, or “modernity.”  82   This higher civilization would 
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absorb the modern science and technology of the West, while preserving the 
cultural superiority of the East. Kurd  ʿ Al ī  believed this process was already 
underway in Japan.  83   The correct administration of government policy based 
on these principles of modernity yielded results to which the Ottoman Empire 
should aspire. 

 Whereas Kurd  ʿ Al ī  demanded the Ottoman state correct itself and reform 
education in order to evolve and reach modernity, other writers used the 
example of Japan to insist that Ottoman subjects make more effort to serve 
the state. The author of a series of articles in  Resimli Kitap  in 1912–1913 called 
“Lessons Learned in Japan” supported ideas about the connection between 
the military and a nation’s greatness.  84   S ü reyya derived Japan’s success in the 
modern world from its people’s character, firmly placing responsibility for 
survival in the twentieth-century world upon citizens themselves:

  We feel like this, that among our people in these lands there is an 
extremely vast and ever-increasing tendency; and that is, to want and to 
await many things, and never to do anything [about it]; and at the same 
time, to remain a stranger to the patriotic duties expected of oneself! It 
must be believed conclusively that if a nation of individuals remains a 
stranger to patriotic duties that are incumbent upon them, or if it can be 
said that there is a lack of existence of those duties, there is no doubt at 
all that that nation’s future will be gloomy and painful.  85     

 Consideration for the nation’s future was foremost in the minds of Japanese 
citizens who knew their patriotic duties as well as their rights and privileges, 
so that everyone rallied for the security of the homeland. Japanese personal 
love for the Emperor coupled with the belief in the sanctity of the Japanese 
islands in which the spirits of their ancestors resided generated this patriotic 
behavior.  86   Their victory in 1905 and inclusion into the ranks of the European 
powers were examples of the potential inherent in patriotism. If the Ottomans 
acted in matters with unity and agreement as did the Japanese, S ü reyya wrote, 
they would be assured of 100 percent success in their own endeavors.  87   This 
was obviously a significant argument in 1912, amid the Balkan crisis and 
increasing separatist feelings among certain groups within Ottoman lands.  

  Pertev Bey and S ü reyya represented an Ottoman statist view that saw the 
potential in the Ottoman Empire to survive and regain its former social, mili-
tary, and political grandeur amid threats to its existence, provided society 
tapped into its patriotic sensibilities and served the nation. S ü reyya spoke of 
“organized” patriotic behavior (in contrast to “unorganized” behavior that 
was sure to lead to decline and destruction) as synonymous with a systematic, 
powerful military, and the energetic pursuit and government encouragement 
of trade in international markets (in Japan’s case, it was driven by the pro-
found spiritual affection of subjects for their sovereign). The deep-seated sense 
of Japanese unity limited the number of political disputes among party leaders 
and facilitated policy decisions concerning international issues because this 
unity demanded that the public good override any desire for personal gain. 
In this the Japanese were successful and should be emulated, wrote S ü reyya, 
because “one should strive to secure a country’s public welfare” above all else, 
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and “one should avoid manifesting partisanship lest the social structure be 
put in danger.”  88   Similarly, Pertev Bey wrote that “today we are an old nation 
born anew,” and preserving it would challenge the moral and material fiber of 
Ottoman subjects at a time when “the homeland is in danger.” He described 
the danger as stemming from the fact that “we are occupying ourselves, col-
lecting ourselves anew.”  89   Was he referring to new political and/or ethno-
religious, national ties being formed that were restructuring the identity of 
Ottoman citizens in a divisive manner, even causing strife in the Balkans that 
eventually led to war? Ultimately Pertev Bey’s message was that

. . . if we (unite with honest thoughts and intelligent hearts), we will arise 
shortly thereafter with the same brilliance as did the Rising Sun in the 
Far East a few years before. In any case, let us not forget at any time that 
a nation always arises from its own strength!  90     

 On this point, all Ottomans could agree. But a political dispute within 
Ottoman society was brewing over how to evoke this strength: to raise an 
“armed nation,” the Unionists as the ruling authorities would define the mode 
of modernization and the characteristics of Ottoman identity. The growing 
opposition to the CUP, however, was repudiating the Unionists’ legitimacy in 
guiding the Empire in the modern era.  

  The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) and Opposition 

 With their reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution, the Unionists believed 
themselves to be entitled to positions of leadership in the Empire, and their 
policies the foundations enabling Ottoman patriotism and guaranteeing 
the Empire’s sovereignty. Their revived Empire would indeed be an “armed 
nation,” but they understood the idea of a nation as contemporary Europeans 
had conceived of it—certainly as militarily strong, but also as secular, sci-
entific, technological, with themselves at the helm as the most qualified 
Ottoman elites who were set apart from the rest of society in their attitudes 
toward modernity. 

 For many in the empire who were hopeful and enthusiastic about the pos-
sibility of a more politically or culturally equitable Ottoman future after the 
constitution was reinstated, whether alienated by the CUP leadership’s central-
ized nature and policies, its secular orientation, or its nationalist ideology that 
gained ground at the expense of universalist Ottomanism, Japan ever-more 
frequently represented what the Ottoman Empire was not. In the post-1908 
Young Turk period, Japan continued to play a dual discursive role, representa-
tive of both trends—as the trope of constitutionalism, modern institutions, 
and educated elites who were beacons of Western-style civility, all of which 
connoted modernity for the CUP on the one hand, and on the other, some 
of these same modern political and institutional reforms, yet fused with that 
essential “Easternness,” which for some in the Ottoman realm was based upon 
Islamic heritage, and for others was the inclusive doctrine of Ottomanism. Let 
us look at each of these forms of CUP opposition in turn. 
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 Khalidi describes the tension in late Ottoman society concerning Western-
style reforms and their potential contradiction with indigenous culture. 
When various responses to military defeats and Western encroachment in 
the Ottoman Empire were undertaken, “ . . . the one most generally accepted 
by regional elites was the adoption of Western forms of government and mili-
tary organization, and reform of education and the legal system. By contrast, 
others in society rejected some or all Western values. They saw the only hope 
for improving the situation in a return to what they believed were Islam’s 
original values.”  91   S ü reyya’s mention of Japanese values and character, having 
been fostered in the school system where morality and not religious educa-
tion was indoctrinated, was a subtle articulation of the Unionists’ secular ori-
entation.  92   The CUP-opposed Society for Islamic Unity (  İ   ttih   â   d-   ı    Muhammedi 
Cemiyeti ), however, highlighted a different basis for Ottoman character: Islam. 
Cofounder K ı br ı sl ı  Hafiz Dervi ş  Vahdet î , a member of the Bekta ş i sufi order, 
published the society’s mouthpiece, the Ottoman daily  Volkan  (1908–1909) 
that Stanford Shaw described as presenting “a mixed message of mystic and 
popular Islam and strong opposition to the secularism of the government 
as well as the influence of the minorities and foreign representatives” in an 
attempt at counterrevolution.  93   In one piece  Volkan  noted the propriety of 
combining patriotic love of homeland with strong faith in Islam, imploring 
Ottoman soldiers to heed the example of Japanese troops who readily marched 
into the line of fire and perished before Russian forts in the name of service 
to the Mikad ō  and his nation: “Come heroes! Let us unite. Let us assume the 
strength of character of early Islam, let us be a noble people like the Japanese, 
who love their governments, their Mikad ō s, who sacrifice their lives along 
the way. . . . Postponing even for a moment what I said will and does cause the 
homeland to break into pieces.”  94   While clearly the survival of the Empire was 
foremost in the minds of both the CUP and Islamists, the division arising over 
the role Islam should play in Ottoman life and government decision making 
was beginning to widen. This division reflected larger political tensions. 

 Bedi ü zzaman Said N û rsi, the Kurdish sufi and Islamic scholar from Bitlis 
who embraced the pan-Islamic, modernist ideas of acquaintances Jam ā l ad-D ī n 
al-Afgh ā n ī  and Mu ḥ ammad  ʿ Abduh in order to resist Western materialism,  95   had 
allied himself with the Young Turk revolutionaries after his disappointment over 
what he perceived as Sultan Abd ü lhamid II’s failure to live up to his domestic 
and international role as caliph for Muslims.  96   In 1908, shortly after the revolu-
tion, he delivered a speech in Salonika where he was reportedly still on good 
terms with leading Young Turk figures.  97   This “Address to Freedom,” apparently 
later given again in Istanbul as well, encouraged “ . . . maintaining Islamic moral-
ity, warned against acquiring the sins and evils of civilization and abandoning 
its virtues. The Ottomans should imitate the Japanese in taking from Western 
civilization what will assist them in progress, while preserving their own national 
customs.”  98   According to N û rsi, whose words echoed the common perception of 
Japan in Ottoman eyes, Japan had not inwardly lost its cultural foundations 
when assimilating technology and modern forms of knowledge from the West. 
N û rsi had faith in the perfect integration of Islam and modern civilization just 
as Japan had accomplished within its own cultural milieu.  99   
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 N û rsi’s words did not appear to contradict the aims of the revolutionaries. 
Nonetheless the CUP’s concern over religious currents in the post-revolution 
Empire that could potentially challenge their political power and centraliza-
tion policies eventually seemed to sour their trust in N û rsi, especially as he 
was a cofounder of the Society for Islamic Unity. Some of its members stated 
publicly that the CUP leadership was overstepping the limits of what were 
acceptable actions as an Islamic state, including Vahdet î , who “intended to 
replace the Constitution with the   Ş   eriat  and use Islam to modernize and res-
cue the empire.”  100    Volkan  promoted the resurrection of Islamic schools, the 
protection of Islamic law and practices (including consultation, or  me   ş   veret ) in 
government and in the daily lives of Ottoman subjects to unite the commu-
nity (  ü   mmet ), and to liberate Muslims worldwide from the “tyranny of non-
Muslim oppression.”  101   Public meetings conducted by this society in Istanbul 
led eventually to a counterrevolution that could only be reversed by a military-
led intervention in April 1909, resulting in the deposition of Abd ü lhamid II 
and the destruction of the Islamic Unity group as a political party force; Dervi ş  
Vahdet î  was hanged.  102   N û rsi survived the crisis by distancing himself from 
those who rebelled in 1909, and continued his tenuous, if dedicated affiliation 
with the Young Turk CUP regime throughout the First World War, but he con-
tinued to harbor the silent belief that the Unionists ultimately failed because 
they did not properly incorporate Islam into their ideology.  103   

 Before the Islamic Union Society’s destruction,  Volkan    challenged state poli-
cies publicly, invoking the image of Japan in the process. A diatribe against 
what its publisher considered Grand Vezir K â mil Pa ş a’s arbitrary and impul-
sive decisions concerning the dismissal and appointment of a war minister 
(contrary to the Islamic principle of consultation) included mention of N â z ı m 
Pa ş a, the officer who reorganized the Second Ottoman Army “to resemble 
the example of the German and Japanese armies . . . in the space of several 
months.”  104    Volkan  compared Japan’s civilizational selectivity to the short-
comings of the Young Turk Unionists in power, noting that  

   . . . for this reason the Japanese struck a victory over Russia . . . one peo-
ple’s annihilation often results from being carried away by another peo-
ple’s morality and traditions. . . . We, we gave to the Westerners the most 
essential of our sciences, and we fell quite behind in terms of borrowing 
the sciences of their descendants. . . . We advanced quite a lot in taking 
on the really bad, really shameful practices. At a glance, offering our 
beautiful and sound commodities, we got an inferior value in return.  105     

 For this anti-CUP society, Japan represented the “national” solidarity derived 
from indigenous culture that the Ottomans had lost in betraying their Islamic 
heritage. Excluded from political power by the Unionists, members of this 
group denounced the CUP’s orientation toward Europe by condemning the 
bankruptcy of Western civilization. 

 For those Young Turks who still maintained Ottomanist leanings, their 
interpretation of Japan became politicized not just to resist European impe-
rialism, but also as a symbol of their growing opposition to the CUP regime 
and its exclusivist ideology. After 1908 many who sincerely believed in the 
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principles of Ottomanism became a politically excluded class in the empire, 
and some responded by demanding political or cultural recognition by the 
Unionists in power. Japan was the referent for making their case, as well as for 
the Unionists in their denial of wrongdoing and in their self-image as having 
successfully established the Ottoman state as part of the European Concert. 

 The memoirs of a former Unionist and the Dersim representative in Ottoman 
parliament, L ü tfi Fikri Bey, contain an example of this Ottomanist, anti-CUP 
discontent, and what is more, they reflect the mood of an Ottoman elite who 
once shared in the Young Turk passion for a truly egalitarian, parliamen-
tary, constitutional empire, but who became discouraged by CUP abuses and 
Ottoman sectarianism, both of which he ruminated over in an anecdote that 
further illustrated the rhetorical value of the Japanese model. A Turkified Kurd 
and liberal believer in multireligious, multiethnic Ottomanism who opposed 
the increasingly Turkist character of the CUP in later years, Fikri was an activist 
who, after disagreeing with CUP policies, formed an opposition party in 1910 
( Mutedil H   ü   rriyetperver Part   ı   s   ı  , part of the  Entente Lib   é   rale ) and contributed to a 
paper called  Tanz   î   m   â   t  that was frequently closed down by the authorities.  106   
He was irritated and sarcastic when he wrote in 1913 (noting the flippancy 
with which the Japanese seemed to change their faith),  

  What a strange situation, driven by ignorance, those who are in favor 
of our modernization and those who are not, pointing to Japan as an 
example. . . . Alas, if only we had the elasticity of the Japanese, especially 
religious elasticity! Although my name would remain L ü tfi Fikri, and no 
harm at all would come to my Turkishness, my Ottomanness (this latter 
has hence started to be understood as nonsense!), would no possibility of 
again becoming the Dersim representative and publishing the  Tanz   î   m   â   t  
newspaper arise were I to become Catholic or Protestant? From our mere 
answer to that question we understand the startling difference between 
ourselves and the Japanese. A Japanese can change religions in a manner 
easier than that of changing a coat!  107     

 L ü tfi Fikri’s words had powerful implications: he condemned as ignorant 
everyone who argued for or against modernization using the Japanese as a 
referent, because of their mistaken belief that the Ottoman Empire resembled 
Japan at all. Based on what we know of his character,  108   he likely directed 
these comments at both Islamic conservatives who, he believed, incited sec-
tarian conflict and opposed a more pluralistic Ottoman identity, as well as 
the increasingly exclusivist CUP officials who had an authoritarian grip over 
government policy, and whom he described as “the Unionists (henceforth I 
will not say ‘Unionists’ because there is no meaning in this word), or more 
correctly, well-known personalities and their buddies, good friends and their 
relatives.”  109   Though they had managed to stave off the loss of Ottoman ter-
ritory (Edirne) during the Balkan crisis, he perceived these “Unionists” as a 
threat to constitutionalism.  110   To him their violation of principles of demo-
cratic rule through arbitrary decisions and a Turkish nationalist disposition 
disguised as support for modernization projects in the Ottoman Empire were 
being falsely justified by touting the Japanese nation-state example. 
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 Fikri’s sarcasm concerning the term “Unionist” itself reflected the larger 
ideological issue at stake in the Empire: he noted the discrepancy between 
Japan and the Ottoman Empire in a way that mirrored his disdain for religious 
bigotry and his desire to see citizens united under the rubric of Ottomanism, 
a concept that appeared to be dying out in the twentieth century. L ü tfi Fikri 
viewed himself as a Turk and an Ottoman, but argued, why should those 
characteristics be altered if he were, say, Christian as well? And why could 
the Ottomans not look to Japan to see that flexibility in these matters worked 
to the nation’s benefit? Under the CUP regime, Fikri implicitly argued, one 
had to be Muslim to take part in social or political processes. To be Catholic 
or Protestant meant one was likely Greek, Armenian, or Arab, in short, not a 
Turk. To Fikri it also meant that one would not be re-elected to parliament nor 
be able to publish an opposition party newspaper. This narrow-minded inelas-
ticity was contrary to the notions of “union” and “progress,” jeopardizing the 
existence of Ottoman constitutional government altogether. 

 The “anti-Ottomanist” trend Fikri described, which encouraged the exclu-
sion of certain communities in Ottoman society, openly revealed itself in pop-
ular political rhetoric around 1913, when a boycott against Ottoman Greek 
(“R û m î ) businesses during and just after the Balkan War called for Muslim 
solidarity against economic inequalities as a patriotic duty to the Ottoman 
state.  111   A pamphlet distributed to people in the streets of Istanbul,  The Path 
of Salvation Suitable for Muslims,  even called attention to Japanese women’s 
service to and sacrifice for the nation during wartime.  112   Ottomanist solidarity 
had broken down by 1913 to such an extent that Muslims boycotting their 
Christian, R û m î  compatriots’ shops were said to be serving the nation as had 
Japanese women in their earlier war effort.  113   The CUP-led Ottoman   ü   mmet  
had contracted into a smaller unit by 1913 that began to exclude its non-
Muslim (and eventually non-Turk) population and to imagine itself as Japan 
had already become—as a nation-state. Japan represented proper national 
behavior for Ottoman Turkey; the definition of who was to be included in the 
community was changing. 

 This phenomenon would be felt by other minorities in the Empire. According 
to Corinne Blake’s study of Syrian Arabs at the Ottoman school for civil ser-
vice ( Mekteb-i M   ü   lkiye ), graduation from this academy provided one avenue 
for entrance into the Ottoman elite who dominated the administrative and 
military spheres of government in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  114   Syrian Arab students such as Shukr ī  al- ʿ Asal ī ,  ʿ Abd al-Wahh ā b 
al-Ingl ī z ī , and S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  associated frequently with non-Arabs in the acad-
emy whose socioeconomic backgrounds resembled theirs, cultivating a sense 
of solidarity that would preclude ethnic differences. Nonetheless, while these 
Arab graduates penetrated the ranks of the culturally Ottoman upper class, 
for many of them, their sense of possessing an Arab identity simultaneously 
became more pronounced.  115   Due to disillusionment with the lack of progress 
toward equality in Ottoman politics following the 1908 Revolution, al- ʿ Asal ī  
and al-Ingl ī z ī  joined a secret society called  al-Qahtaniyya  in 1909 that pro-
posed an Arab kingdom be established with a separate administrative appara-
tus while remaining an integral part of the Ottoman Empire, presumably to 
be governed by educated Ottoman-Syrian Arabs such as themselves.  116   While 
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the notion of Arab autonomy had seemed inimical to al- ʿ Asal ī  at first because 
of his conviction that Turk and Arab futures were inextricably linked by the 
desire to rejuvenate the Ottoman Empire, a sense of discrimination against 
the Arabs heightened when, after 1911, Arab graduates of the  Mekteb-i M   ü   lkiye  
got promoted through the bureaucratic ranks more slowly.  117   

 In Damascus and Beirut, cities under relatively firm central control by the 
Ottoman authorities, the Arabic press and other published material provided 
an outlet for the Ottoman Arab community in voicing their concerns about 
the survival of the Empire into the modern era. With the exception of Beirut, 
the Arabic press itself was virtually nonexistent in the Levant region of the 
Empire until after the 1908 revolution.  118   Following 1908, amid the flourish 
of Arabic publishing enterprises, owners and editors often distributed news-
papers under threat of closure by the CUP authorities if they were deemed to 
possess an “un-Ottoman” disposition. These Arab journalists, many of whom 
were younger members of the notable elite or part of a growing educated 
middle class, such as al- ʿ Asal ī , were sometimes Ottomanists who believed 
in the continued political viability of the Ottoman Empire as a multieth-
nic, multinational confederation until after 1909, when the CUP conducted 
government purges that appeared to manifest along ethnic lines. Ottoman 
re-centralization measures included dismissal and replacement of former offi-
cials (many of whom were Arab) with reliable new ones (often Turk), so that 
an appearance of ethnic discrimination by the Ottoman authorities fueled 
resentment among Syrian Arab political elites.  119   At the same time, Arabs in 
the provinces were still expected to be instructed in Turkish in the schools, 
and legal affairs were conducted in Turkish until 1913. Coupled with the 
further loss of Ottoman territories to European expansion, Arab intellectuals 
became disillusioned. 

 Just as exiled Young Turk activists had expressed their frustrations over the 
Sultan’s absolutism and demanded reform and revolution by drawing atten-
tion to Japan’s accomplishments at home and abroad prior to 1908 through 
the vehicle of the newspaper, Arab discontent was often reflected in opinions 
expressed in the provincial press. Nonetheless, journalism in the Ottoman 
Empire at this time required subtle tactics. Some Arab writers compared 
Japanese and Arab cultural similarities as a restrained critique of the state. 
Others blatantly criticized Ottoman shortcomings and the empire’s steady 
decline; Ottoman Arabs such as Mu ḥ ammad Kurd  ʿ Al ī  and Shukr ī  al- ʿ Asal ī  
carefully expressed their critiques of the CUP regime in the pages of Kurd 
 ʿ Al ī  ’ s Damascus paper  al-Muqtabas  using images that contrasted the true con-
stitutionalist, representative government of Japan with what were perceived 
as the authorities’ centralizing and arbitrary Turkification policies. Kurd  ʿ Al ī  
knew well the caution that had to be used in critiquing the empire. His paper, 
confirmed to be anti-CUP from 1911 onward,  120   had articles criticizing the 
Ottoman polity as early as 1909. Often under threat of closure, the newspaper 
was shut down (and reopened under the name  al-Umma  for a short period) 
in that year due to government dissatisfaction. Al- ʿ Asali’s belief around 1909 
that the Arabs were an essential part of the Ottoman Empire and were not yet 
ready for complete independence would radically alter by 1911, and the tone 
of his writings would change accordingly. In either case, Ottoman authorities 
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were obviously concerned about the ramifications of Arab journalists’ words, 
as Ayalon indicates:

  The large proportion of journalists among the prosecuted “agitators” 
[most of whom Cemal Pa ş a, commander of the Fourth Army in Syria 
had tried and hanged in 1915–1916] was not coincidental, for both Arab 
nationalists and the CUP government were aware of the power and the 
danger that the press had come to represent, both potentially and in 
practice.  121     

 The typically understated message in articles on Japan, then, cannot be 
ignored, whether they were encouragement directed at the Arab reading audi-
ence in developing a contemporary Arab national ethos through proper edu-
cation, or an evaluation of unsuccessful Ottoman attempts to adopt Western 
institutions. 

 Discourse on modern Japan in the post-1908 Ottoman era, then, can be 
described generally as follows: either it emanated from influential members 
of the CUP who appropriated the Japanese model to represent themselves as 
the legitimate new ruling authorities after reinstating the Ottoman constitu-
tion, in which case their discourse on modern Japan was intended to defend 
their elitist, exclusivist policies and initiatives, or else groups opposing CUP 
political control similarly deployed Japanese images to illustrate Unionist 
shortcomings and deviations from what they argued was the correct path 
to Ottoman modernity. The Unionists looked to the Japan model for guid-
ance in how to maintain power, whereas those excluded from power used 
Japanese images to argue for a greater share of it, or at the very least, to have 
more recognition within the Ottoman polity. The Japanese propensity for 
science and progress convinced many Ottoman writers that Japan itself, with 
its able statesmen, should be a direct mentor for Ottoman modernization 
schemes. 

 By 1912 there were other subtle critiques of the Unionist Ottoman govern-
ment emanating from the press, which carefully used Japan to argue their 
positions. Writers for the  Levant Herald Eastern Express  blamed the Empire’s 
failure to modernize on the Ottoman Empire’s impractical utilization of 
foreign experts, its social structure, and its geographic location, in contrast 
to Japan.  122   Why had Japan succeeded in its transformation? There was an 
inherent inclination in the Japanese toward progress, authors contributing 
to the  Levant Herald  and to the moderate Islamist paper  S   ı   r   â   t-   ı    Mustak   î   m  
argued, something in their character, the “great intelligence” and “firm 
character of the population of this country,” combined with “the excel-
lent method employed, to the profound peace which the country enjoyed 
during the incubation period of the new state” that allowed them to mod-
ernize so that “in short, one sees there is no reason to cry miracle. It has 
happened because Japan wanted it and because [Japan] knew how to make 
its own disposition lead to this result.”  123   These conditions were implied to 
be lacking in Ottoman lands. But there were other factors, some contingent 
upon international circumstances, which contained critical implications 
for the CUP:
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   . . . because the social organization of Japan conformed marvelously to 
new ideas and organization. . . . If Japan had had the social organization 
of Turkey, could it have transformed so easily? Would modern civiliza-
tion have been able to be transplanted with such complete success onto 
the minds and customs of the Far East? Certainly not. In any case, Turkey 
did not follow the Japanese process . . . since seeking to reform Turkey 
there has not been a single day of tranquility. How could its methods of 
transformation—granting that it has them—have been applied amid all 
sorts of difficulties that have barred the path for four years?  124     

 The ambiguity of the phrases “social organization” and “methods of trans-
formation” were intentionally cautious descriptions of a multireligious, mul-
tiethnic polity whose government had been overthrown by revolution and 
which was now attempting to implement reforms from above. Papers such as 
the Islamic modernist  S   ı   r   â   t-   ı    Mustak   î   m  desired to remain in operation and in 
cooperation with the regime in power while pointing out that effective prog-
ress had been impeded. Their terminology described the Unionists as hav-
ing reinstated a constitutional, parliamentary administration, but one that 
had become increasingly centralized amid sometimes virulent challenges to 
reform and to external crises. Was it the fault of the CUP regime’s methods, 
or of “traditional” sectors of society who resisted progress, or the ethnoreli-
gious sectarian strife tearing at the fabric of the Ottoman nation that was an 
obstacle to the Empire replicating the success of Japan so readily? Readers 
were left to ponder. 

 In the aftermath of the 1908 Young Turk revolution and 1909 counterrevo-
lution that firmly entrenched the CUP Unionists in power, the Japanese model 
of modernization and nationhood began to assume more particular character-
istics in Ottoman discourse that would contain very pronounced meanings in 
political, institutional, and technological ways, as well as ultimately reflecting 
cultural identities and difference. The Unionists understood their government 
to be emulating Japanese patterns of reform and modernization that would 
create a secular, armed nation capable of defending itself against domestic 
and external threats in a form suitable for the modern, Eurocentric world. 
These patterns included the obvious constitutional and representative institu-
tions, though the Ottoman Sultan could no longer serve as the pole around 
which to elicit national loyalty as the Japanese Emperor had been for Japan. 
The Sultan was now merely to be a figurehead; Ottoman patriotism would 
be generated from within: through a sincere love for the Ottoman homeland 
and respect for the modern, civilized, democratic nation-state, this patriotism 
would come naturally for citizens of the empire who shared in its legacy—the 
military history of Ottoman conquests. 

 Political critiques of the CUP came from former supporters of the Young 
Turk movement who had become disillusioned with the centralizing path 
of the Unionist government after 1909. Concerned about preserving true 
constitutionalism and a spirit of Ottomanism within a diverse ethnoreli-
gious society, they voiced their opposition using the Japanese example to 
discreetly highlight Ottoman shortcomings. Other critiques were voiced by 
Islamists whose vision of the Ottoman polity and its patriotic citizenry was 
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informed by Islamic institutions, heritage, and morality, much of which was 
considered to have been violated by the secular, Western-oriented nature of 
the Unionists. For them, Japan had clung to its native, spiritual values, and 
the Ottomans were to be no different, with Islam as the guiding principle in 
reaching an appropriate form of modernity. In essence, the Japanese trope 
illustrated whatever political message the authors intended. As army officer 
Pertev Bey had insisted, Ottoman patriotism and moral character were the 
essential driving force behind every facet of a nation’s advance, whether mili-
tarily, economically, politically, or socially. The dispute lay in defining the 
foundations of this Ottoman morality, a question that inevitably leads us to 
the issue of formulating identity in the late years of the Empire. 

 More will be said about the conflation of the Unionists’ understanding of 
leadership as requiring military and racially Turkish components. From their 
purely political perspective, challenges to CUP rule could be deflected through 
drawing parallels between their policies and those of Meiji Japan. Those in 
power looked at issues related to maintaining power (military moderniza-
tion, political centralization) while those excluded from power used the Japan 
model to argue for a greater share of it. The discursive image of the Japanese 
nation, its institutions and people, resonated throughout the Empire as the 
model to emulate, and this indicates that despite the opposition manifested 
among anti-CUP groups who also used the Japan model in their critiques, the 
desire to achieve some form of modernity was shared by Ottoman individuals 
across a very wide political spectrum.  
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      7  
 Politics, Cultural Identity, and the 
Japanese Example   

   Ottoman pan-Asianist sentiments were widely shared among people in the 
Empire. Images of the Japanese nation supported an alternative, pan-Asian, 
Ottoman doctrine uniting various sectors of society in the face of Western 
imperialism in a more inclusive fashion that would not violate Islamic or other 
previous affiliations while suggesting the construction of a future nation. This 
ideology could be understood to incorporate all members of the Empire into 
a functional Ottoman political solidarity whose identity was now to be redi-
rected and expanded into the larger entity of the “East.” Solidarity with Japan 
and its accomplishments informed a kind of “horizontal mediation” among 
all Ottoman citizens regardless of religion, ethnicity, or other orientation, so 
that Muslims, Christians and Jews, Druzes, Kurds, Arabs and Turks, modern-
ists, traditionalists, and secularists, statesmen, provincial notables, middle-
class professionals, and even the illiterate were attracted by this rationale of 
“modern Easternism.” In addition, pan-Asian solidarity with Japan could pro-
vide ideological support for Ottoman institutions and policies that governed 
relations between state and civil society in a process of “vertical mediation.” 
Japanese imagery arbitrated between the Ottoman Sultan and his bureau-
crats in conceptions of leadership, monarchical rule, and scientific advance; 
between the Sultan and his subjects in a merging of Abd ü lhamidian pan-Islam 
and pan-Asianism, between members of the Young Turk movement attempt-
ing to reinstate the constitution, and generally between Ottoman officialdom 
and its newly conceived citizenry through justification of modernizing poli-
cies, reform initiatives, and other efforts by the state to centralize and/or exert 
administrative control over society. 

 But the discursive imagery depicting modern Japan in Ottoman Turkish 
and Arabic press and literature could also serve to highlight the growing dif-
ferences between peoples in the empire, and these divisions manifested as two 
types: political and cultural. Abd ü lhamid II and the Young Turks engaged in 
a political struggle in which they both deployed the trope of Japan to argue 
their positions. The post-revolution Unionist regime defied political opposi-
tion to its hold over the state at the same time that the opposition critiqued 
the CUP’s policies, and both camps utilized the image of Japan in their 
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arguments. Either citizens’ demands upon or criticism of the Ottoman Sultan 
or state apparatus was expressed in corresponding discursive representations 
of the Japanese state and its people at times. 

 Cultural differences emerging between groups in the Ottoman Empire 
occurred more gradually and were often reflected discreetly in the discussions 
and analyses of modern Japan, in the characteristics of the Japanese nation 
that particular authors chose to emphasize in their work. A careful reading of 
this discourse indicates much about the state of Ottoman cultural identities 
in the latter decades of the empire’s existence. Whereas it seems as though 
pan-Asianism and the attitude that a reversal of fortunes was at hand for the 
East was widely felt in Ottoman lands with few exceptions, here the broadly 
shared solidarity ended. Ottomanism as a truly universally accepted ideol-
ogy was beginning to wane as ethnoreligious separatist movements began to 
overtake the empire’s unity, though a few committed ideologues continued to 
express their support for such inclusiveness. They used the Japanese example 
to underscore the possibilities inherent in Ottomanism. Religious and ethnic 
distinctions continued to become more pronounced—and they would, over 
time, eventually assume more than mere cultural difference, becoming issues 
of political contention as well. Whether between secularist, Islamic modern-
ist, or conservative Muslim, or between Christian and Muslim on the religious 
question, the views of Japan put forth tended to mirror these disparities. 

 Some sectors of Ottoman society who were not immune to hopes of national 
recognition considered intensely patriotic Japan and its newfound modernity 
representative of the virtues of nation-state nationalism and self-rule. The 
empire had already lost several areas previously under Ottoman suzerainty 
to nationalist uprisings, and Japan’s success as an independent and patriotic 
country did not go unnoticed by those still within the empire whose com-
munal attitudes were transforming at the turn of the century. Prior to 1908, 
Japan’s victory served to discredit the concept of transnational identity: Russia 
represented an antiquated, quasi-national community that was beaten by a 
small, independent, patriotic nation-state unified in ethnicity, language, and 
religion. It signified the end of an era—specifically the beginning of the end 
of the multinational empire—in favor of the modern nation-state. In a few 
short years after the 1905 war, when the Ottoman constitution had been 
reinstated but centralizing policies were jeopardizing the cohesiveness of 
the empire (and thus the effectiveness of Ottomanism as an ideology), the 
Japanese nation-state defined even more clearly the possibilities of an exclu-
sivist national ideology. 

 Ottoman “Turkists” and “Arabists,” influenced by the intellectual currents 
of Social Darwinism and racial hierarchies, European Romanticism, and revo-
lutionary ideas of nationalism, awakened their own attachments to their eth-
nically or culturally defined pasts, and they began to set themselves apart 
from others within the Ottoman Empire in order to establish proto-national 
or even national boundaries through these “imagined pasts,” as historian 
Benedict Anderson has described. However despite the hegemonic nature of 
these European ideas in the world at the time, and the seemingly subliminal 
yet globally widespread adoption of the concept of races as a way to categorize 
peoples and nations, the degree to which race became a  primary  identifier of 
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one’s national identity varied greatly, depending upon an Ottoman individu-
al’s intellectual and physical proximity to Europe, as well as one’s proximity 
to the corridors of Ottoman political power. 

 In other words, once this racialized current of thought was received and 
internalized by Ottoman intellectuals, it resulted in varying interpretations of 
what a nation meant, even within groups more aware of their ethnic origins 
than ever before. Discourse on modern Japan assisted in the process of artic-
ulating these new identities that would have political consequences for the 
empire as a whole. While most Ottoman elites were affected in some way by 
this new way of thinking about society, Christians and Muslims who still sub-
scribed to the ideology of Ottomanism, saw races as distinct subgroups within 
a larger Ottoman  millet . For them, the Ottoman “nation” was the more rel-
evant source of a communal linkage, the political lifespan of which could be 
extended through tolerance for differences and cooperation with one another 
as Ottomans.  1   Islamic modernists saw the bond of religion as superceding any 
ethnic barriers, so that the Ottoman Empire was to be defined primarily as 
a Muslim nation, though non-Muslims were not necessarily excluded from 
their framework. These views could emanate from individuals from any one 
of the different ethnicities populating Ottoman lands. The Young Turk oppo-
sition movement had a plethora of such attitudes associated with it prior to 
the revolution. 

 But there was a subtle difference in the post-1908 Turkish governing elite’s 
understanding of nationhood. Having seized firm control of the Ottoman gov-
ernment by 1909, influenced by pan-Turkic ideas flourishing among Central 
Asian, Turkic exiles from the Russian Empire who had resisted pan-Slavic poli-
cies there and countered with their own Turkist ideology, and coupled with 
a desire to link themselves to the Great Powers as a worthy participant in 
European affairs, the Unionists’ affinity with Europe and their increasingly 
exclusive possession of Ottoman political power caused them to be profoundly 
attracted to racialized concepts of nationhood that would set them apart from 
others in the Ottoman Empire. This tendency was reflected in their particular 
view of the Japanese as a racially distinct and homogenous nation, and their 
embrace of this attitude appeared frequently in the Ottoman Turkish litera-
ture of the period. 

 While Ottomanist, Islamic modernist, pan-Turkist, Turkist, and Arabist were 
not necessarily mutually exclusive categories of identity, but overlapping lay-
ers of ethn-cultural affiliation, in times of crisis, the emphasis upon one or 
the other as a more significant marker of identity could become apparent. 
Some Ottoman intellectuals attempted to reconcile several of these identities, 
whereas others gravitated toward one more particular definition of nation-
hood. For the Ottoman Arabs, a group that could easily have been identified 
as ethnonational due to its racial and linguistic distinctiveness, the notion 
of a racialized identity seems to have been the least appealing as a defining 
factor in nationhood to the majority of its intellectual base. As echoed by the 
Arab intelligentsia’s writings about the Japanese as a people defined primar-
ily by their ancestral heritage and shared culture, Ottoman Arabs tended to 
define themselves similarly, as a people with a distinct ethnic background and 
language, but more importantly, as the founders of Islam who propagated a 



186   Ottomans Imagining Japan

faith and a civilization among other peoples in the Empire with whom they 
still shared an important legacy. Despite the existence of potentially divisive 
Muslim and Christian sects among the Arabs that one would assume would 
make a racial argument of nationhood a more logical argument for Arab unity 
and thus more appealing to Ottoman Arabs, the Arabs overwhelmingly did 
not emphasize race, but cultural heritage as the defining feature of their iden-
tity. These patterns, evident in the constantly reiterated discursive example of 
Japan, are indicative of how the intellectuals in these respective Turkish and 
Arab groups defined their national communities within the larger whole. 

 Ottoman ideas on gender roles as another aspect of national identity in a 
modern society were also mediated by the Japanese analogy of the nation’s 
women in times of war and crisis. Ottoman writers at this time echoed 
European patterns of the cult of domesticity that relegated the woman to 
manager of the household and mentor to the next generation of patriots. The 
role of guardian in the preservation of “Eastern” identity and in the cultiva-
tion of a national consciousness was assigned to women as a patriotic duty to 
her homeland. This framework, while liberal for the time, ultimately main-
tained the subordination of women to the male patriarchy and effectively 
pushed them outside the political sphere.  

  Turkish Nationalism and Race 

 The historiographical usage of the term “Young Turk” tends to bring to mind 
a monolithic ideology of Turkish nationalism that is not an accurate portrayal 
of the movement’s activities in the Ottoman Empire. Neither was it the sole 
motivation of their political organ, the Committee of Union and Progress 
(CUP). Liberals in the Young Turk opposition had favored a degree of decen-
tralization and autonomy for religious and other minorities just as many of 
the more nationalist Young Turks began to envision their empire as a Turkish 
nation and not as an Ottoman federation.  2   Historical evidence clearly proves 
that some Young Turks still loosely endorsed a philosophy of Ottomanism as 
a national ideology, while other prominent members of the CUP had Turkish 
nationalist leanings before and after the revolution.  3   

 After successfully reinstating the Ottoman constitution in 1908, the divi-
sion between these two Young Turk camps became more pronounced. In both 
cases, however, Young Turk Ottomanists and nationalists intertwined their 
conceptions of a restored empire with interpretations of the modern Japanese 
nation. A common thread in their divergent outlooks was the tendency to 
make comparisons with Japan to support ideological arguments concerning 
the salvation of the Ottoman polity. Proponents of Ottomanism who argued 
its validity as a unifying ideology for the diverse elements of Ottoman society 
employed Japanese images of constitutional democracy and egalitarianism to 
support their conception of a modern, Eastern state. They also incorporated 
Japan’s patriotic behavior for the sake of the homeland into their philosophy 
through the specific example of Japan’s performance in the Russo-Japanese 
War. As conceived by Ottomanists, their “nation” was to resemble that of 
Japan, yet at the same time it was to maintain the notion of the empire as 
a workable multiethnic, multireligious confederation whose members were 
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bound together by their dedication to the Ottoman homeland. For the 
nationalist Young Turk faction, many of whom dominated the CUP politi-
cal organ in the years following the revolution, they considered themselves 
modern Japan’s equals within a fellow nation-state. Many of these Young 
Turk Unionists pointed out the similarities between their empire and Japan 
as independent Eastern nations based on state issues—constitutional govern-
ment, the provision for education, military reform, good leadership, patrio-
tism, and at times an underlying nationalist agenda—in order to legitimate 
themselves as the rightful heirs who would govern the newly rejuvenated 
Ottoman Empire. 

 To better grasp the nuances of the discourse published on modern Japan 
that signified a Turkish nationalist orientation among ruling elites in the 
empire, first we must examine some of the pan-Turkist influences that per-
vaded Young Turk thinking prior to and after the Unionists’ assumption of 
power. Second, in this discussion of Turkish nationalism we must distinguish 
between CUP members with pro-Turkish sentiments who possessed very 
particularistic attitudes and policy ideas about the future Ottoman state as 
a Turkish-dominated nation, with Turks at the helm, and the (pan-)Turkist 
ideologues who abstractly theorized about the character of what they called 
the Turkish nation in ways that may not have been meant to intentionally 
exclude others in the Ottoman polity from power. But Turkic immigrants and 
Muslim political exiles from Russia whose publications were disseminated 
in Ottoman lands and who themselves associated frequently with Young 
Turk Unionists later on laid many of the intellectual foundations for Turkish 
nationalist thought in the Empire’s final years.  4   

 Turkic Muslims from Russia who had experienced the firsthand the con-
sequences of pan-Slavic Russification back home viewed Slavic and Turkic 
peoples as engaged in a civilizational, racial-national competition with one 
another. They often viewed Japan as a distinct Eastern race capable of chal-
lenging Russian-Slavic hegemony in Asia; the images of Japan as an advanced 
Asian nation produced by Turkic Muslim newspaper editors in Russian ter-
ritories made their way to Ottoman readers, traversing imperial boundaries  . 
Some Turkic Muslims sought refuge in Istanbul, bringing their ideological pre-
dispositions and their publishing ambitions with them. Many of these exiles 
wrote about Japan as an example to Muslim Turks of Asia to achieve the same 
level of progress;  5   they attempted to draw parallels between the Japanese and 
“Turkic races” in Asia, or they referred to Japan in more esoteric discussions of 
race, culture, and/or civilization. They often compared Japanese modernity to 
the Turkic quest for a balance between Eastern and Western civilizations; this 
was a dilemma also pondered by liberal supporters of the Young Turk revolu-
tion who maintained their Ottomanist and/or Islamic modernist ideals in its 
aftermath and so too would have been intrigued by the Turkists’ discourse on 
modern Japan. But Turkic Muslims from Russia, confronted with ethnoreli-
gious pan-Slavism, possessed an ideology that was overall a secular one, linked 
to Western thought, and thus was underpinned by their belief in rational sci-
ence as an agent in defining identity (so that race, as biology, was a scientific 
determinant of the nation). This ideology resonated strongly with members 
of the CUP who would increasingly express a Turkish nationalist orientation 
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after 1909—those who saw the Ottoman Empire’s survival as contingent upon 
continued rule by Turks. 

 One of the infrequent, pre Russo-Japanese War references to the Japanese 
people as a kind of ethnic nation that appeared in Ottoman Turkish literature 
was undoubtedly in the writings of the influential Crimean Turk journalist 
 İ smail Gasp ı ral ı  (1851–1914). A cultural pan-Turkist and political organizer 
with connections to Turkish nationalist associations such as  T   ü   rk Derne   ğ   i  after 
the 1908 revolution, Gasp ı ral ı  frequently included editorial-style articles on 
Japan’s achievements in his Ottoman weekly  Terc   ü   man  that was published 
in Bah ç esaray in the Crimea from 1882 until 1917. True to the nature of 
journalism at this time, ethnonational orientation and geopolitical circum-
stances (in Gasp ı ral ı  ’ s case as a Turk from the Russian Empire) had an effect 
upon the content of his paper and his impressions of Japan. Believing that 
“the Japanese are now Asia’s example of progress and modern methods,”  6   
many of his writings emphasized Japanese “economic, political and intel-
lectual perseverance and study” of Russian, European, and American prac-
tices by the entire Japanese nation in their “journey of national servitude for 
the homeland” that rapidly yielded “mature and knowing commanders and 
politicians, trained personnel and an organized military . . . presses, a system 
of laws, a parliament and industry managers.”  7   Much of his editorial focus 
early on was dedicated to describing the Japanese as “ . . . dervishes in their 
zeal and love of country . . . ” who, having “civilization and progress as their 
mission,” studied and gained knowledge in the West that they transported 
home.  8   Through the adoption of Western methods, Japan had prevailed over 
China in war. The Japanese “had become masters of the international laws 
of nations,” and “had become ranked among Europe’s civilized peoples,” by 
even the Europeans themselves.  9   Reminiscing about his experiences when a 
student himself in Europe, he contrasted this dedication of the Japanese stu-
dents to what he considered an abysmal lack of similar character and motiva-
tion among Muslims, and particularly the Egyptians whom he encountered 
there, “ . . . it being impossible to find a single Egyptian who possesses integrity 
and perseverance.”  10   Yet for a Crimean Muslim opposed to Russian rule who 
identified with Central Asian, Turko-Mongolian heritage, his discussions also 
contained an implicit message of the interconnectedness of character and race 
(reflected in his choice of words), a popular notion heavily absorbed into later 
Turkish nationalist thinking. He understood Asians as a collection of “Mongol 
races” in the region, whose ethnicity and physical attributes underpinned any 
assimilation of Western traits; “ . . . although twenty-six years earlier there was 
nothing out of the ordinary about Japan’s Mongols besides pride and self-
confidence, as an unsystematic and disorderly [country] to the same degree 
as China’s Mongols,” he wrote around the time of the Sino-Japanese War 
(1894–1895), “Japan’s Mongols . . . generally wear European ( Frenk ) dress and 
uniforms, so that if it were not for their Mongol facial features and shape, it 
would be possible to think they are Europeans.”  11   

  Terc   ü   man , an Ottoman Turkish paper published in the Crimea, was a con-
duit for the flow of information and ideas across imperial boundaries that 
linked the pan-Asian intellectual milieu of Turkic and Tatar Muslims in Russia 
to Turks in Ottoman lands. Gasp ı ral ı  ’ s ideas were the start of representations 
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of the Japanese nation as a new formula for consolidating Ottoman state and 
society into a cohesive, modern polity that could repel Western intrusion. 
And his Japanese trope of modernity shaped what eventually emerged as a 
Spencerian sense of nationhood: the racialized discourse of Turkish national-
ism that surfaced more prominently after the turn of the century. 

 The Volga Tatar and Turkist ideologue Yusuf Ak ç ura (b.1876–d.1935) had 
predicted a debate over national identity would occur in Ottoman lands when 
in 1904 he penned his famous and provocative “Üç Tarz- ı  Siyaset” (Three 
Types of Policies) that was published in the Young Turk journal  T   ü   rk  in 
Cairo.  12   Believing that, though it had not appeared in Ottoman lands until 
very recently, “the German interpretation of nationality—one that assumed 
ethnicity as the basis of nationality . . . is closer to reality,”  13   he envisioned 
Ottomanism, pan-Islamism, and Turkism to be on a collision course, since 
“real equality does not exist” in the Ottoman nation due to the diversity of 
its ethnoreligious composition.  14   Ottomanism, he argued, could not reconcile 
Christian and Muslim and thus had failed; Islamic tradition was based upon 
an antiquated social inequity between them. Turkism united those ethnically 
Turkish Muslims both within and outside the Empire, but of course excluded 
non-Turks. His na ï ve suggestion that “the other non-Turkish Muslim groups 
who have already been Turkified to an extent would be further assimilated” if 
Turkism was the ideological choice, was tempered immediately by his obser-
vation that non-Turks would likely become alienated even as a pan-Turkic 
unity across Asia and Eastern Europe would emerge based on shared ethnicity, 
language, and religion.  15   Still, in Ak ç ura’s opinion, Turkism held the most 
promise for the Empire, especially since the national strength derived from a 
Turkish Ottoman state would confirm it as “the most powerful, the most pro-
gressive, and civilized of all Turkish societies . . . ” and thus it “could play a role 
similar to that which is played by Japan among the East Asian ethnicities.”  16   

 Both the (pan-)Turkist intellectuals and many Young Turks were deeply 
affected by Western conceptions of nationhood and the role of certain primor-
dial features that were believed to contribute to a people’s identity. Japanese 
success in achieving Western-style modernity further encouraged this ideo-
logical understanding of identity that seemed to prove inherent, racial dif-
ferences among peoples, that justified categorizing peoples racially according 
to the prevailing “scientific” theories of the time, and, for some Young Turks 
whose Turkist leanings were already in existence, that allowed a more public, 
distinctly exclusivist nationalist agenda to be expressed that openly called 
for Turks to remain the dominant ruling ethnicity in the Ottoman Empire. 
Expressions of excitement over Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War in 
1905, a victory by “the yellow race,” the disproving of “the inferiority of the 
yellow races to the West,” and the numerous other statements by Young Turks 
in their publications explicitly demonstrate the Young Turks’ appropriation of 
European racial theorizing to condemn the West for its arrogance. It was the 
beginning of a more racialized Ottoman Turkish understanding of the world. 

 The works of Turkist intellectuals often had only implicit references to 
racial character within a larger framework of cultural heritage when defin-
ing a nation. Ziya G ö kalp, nicknamed the “architect of Turkish nationalism” 
despite the ambiguity of his Kurdish origins actually attempted to explore 
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the meaning of nation beyond the ideas of race popular among advocates of 
pan-Turkism at the turn of the century and later among Young Turk Unionists 
(as a member of the Central Council of the CUP from 1908 to 1918). G ö kalp 
theorized that the shared experience that forged the Turkish nation was 
framed by “Three Currents of Thought” intertwined—Turkism, or Ottoman 
Turks’ relationship to their Turkic brethren in Asia, Islamism, the notion of 
the   ü   mmet  and the Turks’ place in the Islamic community as fellow Muslims, 
and modernism, the acceptance of a new form of civilization enabled by mod-
ern technology that transcended culture to reach all regions of the world and 
unite them in what G ö kalp called “internationality”:

  A true internationality based on science is taking the place of interna-
tionality based on religion. The participation of Japan, on the one hand, 
and of Turkey, on the other, in Western civilization is giving a secular 
character to European internationality . . . thus the area of the   ü   mmet  is 
increasingly differentiating itself from the area of internationality. In 
short, the Turkish nation today belongs to the Ural-Altai group of peo-
ples, to the Islamic   ü   mmet , and to Western internationality.  17     

 He often referred to the Japanese nation in his many essays on the nature 
of society and the assimilation of Western civilization into Turkish national 
culture.  18   G ö kalp assumed (as did other Social Darwinists) that Japan’s selec-
tivity was the assimilative solution for the Turkish nation and its dilemma 
with Western forms of knowledge. For him, Japan was an alternative model 
for Turkish modernity, but its importance was not necessarily racial or lin-
guistic even if the Turkish nation was differentiated by these categories. The 
Japanese demonstrated the possibility for entry (or in the Turks’ case, reentry) 
into the Western conceptual space as a full partner in modern civilization. 
And, interestingly, Japan represented an example of modernity for a Turkish 
nation-state in G ö kalp’s eyes as easily as it illustrated unity in a multiethnic 
Ottoman community for others. 

 In a discussion of the origin of national sentiments, he argued that “national 
character” emerged as a reaction to a crisis or grave threat to a people. G ö kalp 
cited Japan (and Germany) as examples, surmising that “Nipponism was the 
product of the dangerous and humiliating pressures put on the Japanese by 
the United States and Europe. . . . ”  19   After the crisis subsided, the ideals of the 
nation remained behind and these ideals generated an incredible will in the 
nation’s subjects that manifested itself in great demonstrations of sacrifice. 
Again Japan (and Prussia) served to illustrate the point, this time through a 
somewhat fictive version of Japanese history:

  Under the impact of national fervor . . . at the time when Japan had to 
decide either to live decently or to die with honor, the Shogun willingly 
renounced its sovereignty and the nobility its fiefs, and the Mikad ō , 
renouncing his absolute rights, proclaimed the sovereignty of the peo-
ple . . . the power which creates and directs the will is ideals. Men think 
that the inspirations of national grace are their own wills; they do not 
seem to realize that this will emanates from the soul of the nation.  20     
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 Perhaps when G ö kalp wrote these words, he had in mind the current state 
of affairs: the Ottoman Empire was engaged in the Balkan Wars starting in 
1912 that threatened the Ottoman capital of Constantinople itself, fomenting 
Turkish national sentiments. This onslaught forced an expression of solidar-
ity to defend the Ottoman Turkish homeland against attack—and very sub-
tly created the connection between Turkish national identity and military 
duty, conflating them into a powerful metaphor of nationhood that would 
be adopted by the governing elite of the empire in the First World War, and 
later, in the War of Independence that ultimately resulted in the formation of 
the Turkish Republic in 1923. 

 Whereas Ziya G ö kalp did not use the term “race” or “ethnicity” explicitly 
in defining a Turkish nation, there is an implicit message of race here: in the 
linkage to other Turks in Asia through language and origins that separated the 
Ottoman Turks from other groups residing in the Empire. For him, the Ottoman 
Empire was the Turkish nation, with its links to other Turks, to a lesser extent to 
other Muslims, and to modern civilization (the West). It was precisely this focus 
upon Turkish national culture that caused the Ottomanist Arab intellectual S â  ṭ i ʾ  
al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , whose ideas will be presented shortly, to debate G ö kalp publicly on the 
repercussions to Ottomanism of such an exclusive nationalist ideology. 

 In later years Ziya G ö kalp would unequivocally relinquish any support for 
ethnicity as a determining factor in identity altogether, writing that “ . . . a 
nation is not a racial or ethnic or geographic or political or volitional group but 
one composed of individuals who share a common language, religion, moral-
ity, and aesthetics, that is to say, who have received the same education.”  21   
These words he expressed in the aftermath of the empire’s dissolution as a 
multiethnic, multireligious polity, perhaps retrospectively, after witnessing 
the destructiveness of such racial thinking upon groups in Ottoman lands. 
His influence upon the CUP in the last years of the Ottoman Empire, however, 
was clear: there was a distinctly Turkish nation within the empire that must 
dutifully struggle against Western imperialism while simultaneously absorb-
ing the modern civilization proliferating in the world, as Japan had done. 

 The importance of language and word choices by contributors to Young 
Turk publications writing about Japan and the Japanese should not be under-
estimated, for they discreetly signify an ever-more racialized understanding 
of Turkish national identity. As  Ş  ü kr ü  Hanio ğ lu so definitively shows in his 
thorough work on the Young Turk movement,  

   . . . despite their adherence to Le Bon’s, Letourneau’s, and Haeckel’s the-
ories, the Young Turks refrained from formulating a nationalist theory 
involving race during the formative years of their movement. Although 
in their scientific writings they frequently discussed the importance of 
race, they proposed no theory evaluating “the Turkish race.” There is little 
doubt that this was because, in the Darwinist racial hierarchy, Turks were 
always assigned to the lowest ranks. . . . However, a strong focus on race 
did emerge immediately after Japan’s first victories over Russia in 1904.  22     

 A strong Turkist attitude was adopted between 1902 and 1905 in the Committee 
of Progress and Union and this endured through 1907, in order to establish 
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firmer relations with Turkic groups in and outside the Empire. Nonetheless, 
after 1907 and into 1908, while attempting to cultivate support for their 
political actions immediately preceding the revolution, the Young Turks used 
Ottomanism, pan-Islamism, and Turkism interchangeably and opportunisti-
cally depending upon need. The core of nationalists who published in  T   ü   rk  
and   Ş   ura-y   ı     Ü   mmet  still expressed ideas that echoed of Turkism, but they were 
cautious in their use of racial theory in order to not alienate potential sup-
porters who were non-Turks.  23   A subtle crafting of arguments was necessary 
here in order not to marginalize other peoples in the empire: embracing racial 
theorizing generally while simultaneously discrediting the Western-inspired 
hierarchy of races had to be balanced with the tenuous Ottoman domestic 
situation in which the cooperation of non-Turkish groups like the Armenians 
was essential to reinstating the Ottoman constitution, because political power 
was not yet in the hands of the CUP. Once in power, these racial attitudes 
would become more blatant and more exclusionary. 

 In the second constitutional period, and especially after 1909, Unionists 
with proto-Turkish nationalist leanings absorbed the Turkists’ ideas while 
solidifying their own political interpretations of this ideology to mean the 
Ottoman state must be governed by an ethnically Turkish elite, to the exclu-
sion of others who were not racially and linguistically defined as Turks. From 
1911 onward, the year in which Ak ç ura founded the journal  T   ü   rk Yurdu  to 
advance Turkish cultural studies, both Yusuf Ak ç ura’s and Ziya G ö kalp’s 
ideas on Turkism were generally accepted as the trajectory for the Ottoman 
Turkish state to follow—Ak ç ura’s treatise was republished again in 1912—and 
as scholar Taner Ak ç am reveals in his pioneering work, by this time, there was 
little room left in this political conception for either non-Muslims or non-
Turks.  24   The Unionists’ motivation to preserve the Ottoman state emanated 
from a position of dominance and caused a dangerous conflation of certain 
characteristics they understood to be uniquely Turkish—an ethnolinguistic 
Turkish identity combined with the sense of patriotic, historic military duty 
to the state, which ultimately could and did turn violent during the last years 
of the war-torn Ottoman Empire. Let us deal with each of these newfound 
‘Turkish national attributes’ in turn. 

 A study by Masami Arai on the Turkish nationalist movement in the 
Ottoman Empire after the 1908 Young Turk Revolution and its relationship to 
several prominent Ottoman Turkish publications has yielded some intriguing 
arguments concerning the nationalist leanings of their owner-editor-contrib-
utors and the changing political tone of the articles over time. Arai’s mono-
graph relies upon the journals  Gen   ç    Kalemler ,  T   ü   rk Yurdu ,  T   ü   rk Oca   ğı  , and   İ   sl   â   m 
Mecmuas   ı   to interpret the ideological dispositions of their Ottoman writers 
and the increasingly Turkish nationalist rhetoric that appeared in these maga-
zines. Arai also makes connections between the CUP governing apparatus and 
those involved with these publications. Articles that appeared in  Gen   ç    Kalemler  
and  T   ü   rk Yurdu  highlighted Japan’s achievements in the modern world as a 
means of supporting or enhancing aspects of Turkish nationalist identity in 
the pages of these presses between 1911 and 1914. 

  Gen   ç    Kalemler  was the extension of a literary and sociological magazine 
launched originally in Anatolian Manast ı r that was published in Salonica from 
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1910 to 1912. Its editor-in-chief, Nesim î  Sar ı m, was a secretary in the Central 
Council of the CUP.  25   In light of the nascent sentiment among some journalists 
and political figures that language formed a category of differentiation among 
peoples (a by-product of nineteenth-century Ottoman  print-capitalism), the 
magazine was initially founded with the aim of overhauling Ottoman liter-
ature to be more representative of the common citizen, thus inspiring loy-
alty and association with the Ottoman polity. Arai claimed that the journal’s 
stance evolved into a more particularistic Turkish nationalist one after the 
first several issues. Articles began to appear in support of “linguistic national-
ism” that justified the simplification and purification of Ottoman Turkish to 
make it more accessible to and more representative of the Ottoman general 
populace “from the Balkans to Baghdad”; it was suggested that Arabic and 
Persian words, syntax, and grammatical structures be removed from Ottoman 
Turkish so that it would be more easily taught in schools and it would link the 
Ottomans to their “Turanian family expanding from the Mediterranean Sea 
to the Pacific Ocean.”  26   True to its philosophy, and with CUP financial and 
political support for its policy and staff,  Gen   ç    Kalemler  soon began publishing 
its articles in modified Turkish, with the subtitle “yeni lis â nla” (“with new 
language”),  27   because “now, a new and natural—and indigenous—language is 
needed for Turks who have entered a new life, an age of awakening.”  28   To save 
the Ottoman polity from dissolution required the achievement of progress: a 
literate nation that could quickly absorb knowledge, science, technology and 
literature was the Ottoman Empire’s patriotic justification for reforming and 
simplifying the language. 

 Here, the example of Japan served Turkish nationalist purposes in a liter-
ary milieu. This group of Turkish intellectuals viewed themselves as pioneers 
embarking on a path to a new nation much like Japan, whose choices were 
to be emulated and learned from. Japan had transformed itself into a mod-
ern, independent nation-state; the contributors to these publications, who 
increasingly defined their national community as ethnically Turkish, and who 
restricted its membership to those who were Turkish-literate, found justifica-
tion for their movement in the character of the Japanese quest for knowledge 
as a foundation upon which to build a new society. 

  Gen   ç    Kalemler  serialized an essay titled “The Japanese Empire” by a Japanese 
Baron in 1911. The articles were edited by Ottoman journalist Kaya Alp.  29   The 
goal of publishing this translation was as follows:

  We must learn how these “English of the Far East” have advanced, who 
have developed to a degree that will make the West’s most progressive, 
most civilized nations envious, and who compete with the most power-
ful, most formidable governments. . . . To recognize, to learn the phases 
of progress of the Japanese, the great people that were the former neigh-
bors of our grand and unequaled Turks, is one of the rather important 
points in adopting a scale for ourselves.  30     

 The rest of the article delved into Japan’s historical relationship with the 
West, its isolationism, and the importance of Dutch scholarship in Nagasaki 
to transferring Western science and technology to Japan by showing the way 
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to European civilization. The second article in the series continued the histori-
cal explanation of how Japan had dispatched students to Europe and America 
in order to learn more about modern sciences, and in the third and final 
article, the Japanese Baron clarified Japan’s ideological basis for doing this (the 
Charter Oath):

  After the establishment of the empire [i.e. after the Meiji Restoration], 
the whole nation, materially and spiritually, despite all difficulties, 
began to accept European knowledge and ideas. One of the first declara-
tions of our empire was an oath issued publicly to this effect: to search 
for advances and knowledge and information among every people and 
nation, and to abandon antiquated, nonsensical ideas.  31     

 Implicit in the Turkish intellectuals’ view of these Japanese achievements was 
the need for educated, literate citizens to carry out these tasks. Their Turkish 
nationalist aims, somewhat obscured by shrouding the demand for literacy 
and a new language in an optimism that emphasized the modernizing nature 
of the reform, would still ultimately exclude from the nation any Muslim who 
was not linguistically oriented toward the modern state’s updated language of 
new Turkish, such as the Arab and Kurdish populations of the empire. 

 There was also an anticolonial, anti-Western content to these articles in 
 Gen   ç    Kalemler  reflecting Ottoman frustrations over European interference or 
behavior in Ottoman lands. The author expressed his disappointment in the 
European nations’ responses to Japanese efforts and determination to pursue 
knowledge and attain progress, saying that in return, Europe viewed Japan’s 
actions with dissatisfaction. “Is this discontent equitable?” he pondered.  32   
Kaya Alp then commented,   

 To go to Europe, to see Western progress is to look for, to find, and to 
adopt that which will be able to be applied to our country. But unfor-
tunately we see that upon arriving in Europe, it is impossible for us to 
look for and to find things that we can apply to our country, save the 
opposite—that which will bring harm to the country. 

 That which we take as the strongest warning is the dissatisfaction which 
Europe shows towards the striving of new nations. We feel and see this 
in our own country. But if we work at it like the Japanese, if we sur-
round ourselves with strength like the Japanese, Europe’s dissatisfaction 
remains merely a word.  33     

 Kaya Alp was inspired by the Japanese rejection of European hegemonic claims 
as the country proceeded into modernity; he believed that Ottoman Turkey 
would be able to achieve the same level of civilization in spite of resistance 
from the West. 

 Meiji Japan had also inspired Ottoman ruling elites to recognize the tremen-
dous importance of the military in facilitating the national destiny of a state: 
whether the military be the vehicle for reform and modernization, the armed 
protector of the state’s territorial integrity, or the receptacle for its people’s 
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patriotic spirit and moral essence, a polity required a modern military to guar-
antee its survival. Japan’s victories against Russia in 1905 drove home these 
points, since Japan had, in a short space of time, developed a technologically 
modern army and navy of well-trained personnel, led by a capable and well-ed-
ucated officer corps. The Japanese reverence for their ancestors, Japan’s ancient 
samurai spirit, and its bushid ō  warrior ethos were considered to be the foun-
dations upon which the Japanese built their powerful new nation; the Young 
Turks, passionately inspired by Japanese patriotic spirit to serve the homeland, 
hoped to rescue their own Empire by drawing upon a similar gazi warrior spirit 
believed to be the essence of Ottoman imperial strength. Japan illustrated the 
potential ways in which military officers and personnel could become directly 
involved in Ottoman political processes. Certainly Japanese imperial actions 
in East Asia leading up to and following the Russo-Japanese War, including 
the formal annexation of Korea in 1910, also justified for the Unionists the 
imperialist mentality that some people were meant to rule, either to expand or 
to preserve empire. 

 At this critical historical juncture, within the international climate of the 
turn of the twentieth century in which Eurocentric attitudes about racial hier-
archies were rather universally accepted and imperial competition through 
wars was the normal state of affairs, the Japanese victory in the Russo-Japanese 
War created an incredible moment in which racial identities became bound 
up in the exercise of modern military reforms and achievements. The relation-
ship between ethnic race and military force evolved into a symbiotic, teleo-
logical one in which those peoples scientifically determined to be “superior 
races” became defined as those who succeeded in wars, or else success in war 
and military might reflected innate racial superiority. In other words, racial 
identity assumed a new meaning: the right to political and military power. 

 For the Young Turk Unionists, the message of military determinism in 
achieving political goals fell on receptive ears by the end of the nineteenth 
century. In fact, this lesson made perfect sense within the Ottoman histori-
cal narrative of conquest and the gazi state, as former Ottoman glory had 
been based in large part upon the ability of the empire to defeat its foes on 
the battlefield. Additionally, the pattern of Ottoman reform initiatives to 
stave off dissolution of the empire emerged first through the channel of the 
Ottoman military before trickling into Ottoman administrative and societal 
avenues. This desire for the Ottoman military to protect, reform, and save 
the empire was never more urgent than in the first decades of the twenti-
eth century when, following the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878 and the 
Greco-Ottoman War of 1897, the Ottomans found themselves besieged yet 
again, this time by the Habsburg annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, 
the Italian invasion of Ottoman Tripoli (Libya) in 1911, and the Balkan Wars 
starting in 1912  . Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War reinforced for the 
Young Turk Unionist regime the belief in races of people as nations who could 
overcome adversity, become modern, and defend their lands, provided they 
were loyal to their character and heritage.  34   

 The coalescence of the influences on Young Turk Unionist thinking 
described here led in part to turbulent consequences for the Ottoman Empire 
during the First World War. To reiterate, the Young Turks were not immune to 
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the European ideas of race and racial hierarchy that proliferated in the world 
at this time—in fact these ideas were profoundly attractive, seen as the mod-
ern science of the day. Central Asian Turks, Muslims from Russia, and other 
Turkic intellectuals, building on these new notions concerning the innate 
character of nations, promoted the view that there was an ethnolinguistic 
Turkish nation stretching from the Balkans to Siberia that needed to seek its 
place in the world. Journalists and litt é rateurs stressed the importance of a 
new modern language, a “new Turkish,” in their publications as a vehicle for 
disseminating modern sciences while promoting the linguistic foundation of 
the nation as Turkish. The outcome of the Russo-Japanese War highlighted 
and reinforced for Young Turk Unionists who had already internalized a 
secular, proto-nationalistic identity the idea of the ethnic, racial nation, its 
military prowess being dependent upon national solidarity. Their expressions 
of excitement for Japan’s victory in racial terms reflected the Young Turks’ 
embrace of racialized thinking. Modern Japan provided the perfect pattern for 
independence, scientific advance, and capitalist economic development, as 
well as for racial identity and military might. The Unionists possessed not only 
a geographic and intellectual proximity to Europe in the twentieth century 
that helped to foment such thinking, but after 1909 they also firmly held the 
reins of Ottoman political power and so were in a position to rationalize gov-
erning over others according to this pattern.  35   For them, the synthesis of these 
influences resulted in their understanding of the Ottoman state as  their  nation: 
an ethnolinguistically Turkish nation in the European sense. The Turks, as a 
distinct race, as historic defenders of Islam and of empire, who liberated the 
empire from an autocratic Sultan, were entitled to Ottoman political power. 
Their military duty was to rule as an elite, to educate and promote statehood, 
and to protect the empire against enemies within and without. The Ottoman 
Empire was now a Turkish empire, the Ottoman military the custodians of this 
empire, and increasingly, international and domestic crises would be dealt 
with by the Ottoman Turks militarily (just as did every other nation, Japan the 
most apparent, current, and influential example of all). 

 The effects of this conflation of racial identity, military duty, and political 
power by the ruling Unionists were undeniable, motivating them to privately 
view non-Turks and other minorities as inferior, potentially disloyal or sub-
versive, and in the final estimation, to be excluded from the Ottoman Turkish 
nation.  36   It enabled the possibility of ethnic and sectarian violence within 
society, perpetrated at times by the Ottoman central authorities in their quest 
to serve and save the nation. The execution of Arab journalists and political 
activists in 1915 and 1916 as traitors, and the Armenian genocide that began 
in 1915, are the foremost examples of the Unionists carrying out their per-
ceived military duty, to defend the Turkish nation against internal attack. 

 The other noticeable effect of the Unionists’ sense of nationhood and politi-
cal power was, as a ruling elite, to promote a sense of national solidarity among 
the populace. And here the attempt to forge Turkish nationhood within a 
larger, diverse multiethnic Ottoman Empire proved to be more ambiguous 
and contradictory. For the litt é rateurs, the statesmen, the writers, journalists, 
and activists with Turkish nationalist attitudes, language and its role in edu-
cating a modern society as patriotic citizens proved to be a complicated issue. 
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 The CUP sponsored cultural activities and community events in an effort to 
promote its reform program and to gain political support at home,  37   and one 
such activity, a conference in French on “La Renaissance du Japon,” illustrates 
not only the degree to which the Japanese nation was a universal Ottoman ref-
erent for progress and modernization and an image with which the Unionists 
hoped to be associated (domestically and abroad), but also the extent to which 
the sponsors of and participants in this conference understood their Ottoman 
nation to be a (racially defined) Turkish one. Held in 1911 at the “l’Amicale” 
salon in Istanbul, this seminar exemplified Japanese national achievements 
the CUP respected and anticipated in their near future. M. Salih Gourdji, the 
president of the Commission for Conferences and Evening Courses, com-
menced the proceedings by introducing the speaker, jurisprudent, and advisor 
to the Ottoman Ministry of Justice, Count L é on Ostrorog, to the audience.  38   

 Ostrorog began by dispelling the myth of “the Japanese miracle”: what he 
described as Japan’s adoption and total assimilation of Occidental culture 
after having freed itself from the strangulating noose of Unequal Treaties with 
the West; by explosive military exploits, Japan then forced its entry into the 
exclusive realm of the Great Powers.  39   This, Ostrorog said, was not a miracle 
at all, but an “admirable psychology,” a consequence of “the fundamental 
inclinations of the Japanese people.”  40   True to the kind of sociological and 
racial theories predominating at the time, Ostrorog went on to explain that 
Japanese language was absolutely unique, reflecting the uniqueness of the 
Japanese race itself.  41   In addition to and because of these innate Japanese 
traits, Ostrorog postulated, the Japanese possessed the keen ability to recog-
nize the potential “high value” of a foreign civilization “of another race,” and, 
adopt it (as with advanced Chinese culture).  42   The end result of this process? 
Japan attained a higher form of civilization because it profited quickly from 
instruction, or from cultures that it encountered.  43   Ostrorog’s explanation of 
Japanese fundamental character intimated (ironically) that they were secure 
enough in this heritage not to become susceptible to “narrow nationalism”; 
he also pointed out Japanese “logical faculties”: they had the capacity to 
correctly deduce from a proposition all of the possible consequences; using 
Chinese science, they developed a unique governing system of “democratic 
imperialism.”  44   Samurai intelligence and appetite for learning, said Ostrorog, 
led the Japanese to the premise that knowledge and science were universal. 
Liberating science from culture allowed Japan to look beyond itself for infor-
mation without threatening its native identity (Was he familiar with Sakuma 
Shozan’s philosophy?). 

 Delving into the historical details leading up to the Meiji Restoration, 
Ostrorog described how Japanese individuals such as It ō  and Inoue, men of 
samurai origins who had studied in Europe and were “convinced of the abso-
lute superiority of science,” had led Japan to adopt the next superior civiliza-
tion because of these reasons:

  They noted also that, just as a mechanical rationale existed in Europe, 
there existed a political rationale, grouping the component strengths 
of a nation in the sense of the greatest consequence of power and well-
being; a centralized, hierarchical . . . administration; a supreme authority, 



198   Ottomans Imagining Japan

always unique and indivisible, without itself having any memory of a 
feudal scattering of strengths.  45     

 Whereas the Japanese ability to discern the value of a superior foreign civili-
zation and to assimilate the desired elements of that civilization had in the 
past yielded Bushid ō , in the modern era Japanese and Occidental civilizations 
together had produced young samurai” whose souls as warriors had forged 
Japan’s independence. As humble scholars and activists who valued science, 
who revered Japan’s past, who strived to achieve international equality, their 
passion for knowledge had raised the nation, even by accepting foreign col-
laboration if necessary. They ceased to view foreigners as barbarians, instead 
acquiring the West’s civilizational attributes, always remembering that “intel-
ligence and character cannot be taken from others.”  46   

 Ostrorog’s lecture was intended for those elites who governed and could 
actively reform the Sublime Porte and Ottoman society. He elaborated upon 
the nature of the Japanese state with its new modern forms: the breakup of 
the class system, the severance of samurai stipends and the reorganization 
of the Japanese economic structure, the implementation of Western institu-
tional reforms, legal treaty revisions, the Japanese constitution, military con-
scription, compulsory education, and the provision for universities. Ostrorog 
ended by saying that the Japanese had looked beyond European brutality to 
find the culture of science awaiting them, as if to tell his Ottoman audience of 
their need to do likewise.  47   His lecture was well received, at least by one Young 
Turk newspaper.  48   

 We can measure the impact of Ostrorog’s conference upon Turkish nation-
alist ideology during the CUP regime in two ways: first, in its contributions 
to the meaning of race in the Empire among educated elites, and second, in 
encouraging an emphasis to be placed upon language as a signifier of (racial) 
identity. Ostrorog’s discussion of the importance of language as a signifier of 
a race of people encouraged nationalist Turks connected to the CUP to pursue 
language reform designed to replace the hodge-podge Ottoman bureaucratic 
language, with its infusion of foreign words and syntax borrowed mainly from 
Persian and Arabic, with a new Turkish vernacular. Master-of-Ceremonies 
Gourdji’s closing remarks at the 1911 conference iterated as a goal of the salon 
to “prepare our dear Turkey . . . for a more fertile, and more glorious future.”  49   
Gourdji’s comments revealed the provocative undertones of CUP ideology in 
the summary he provided for how the Amicale Society would facilitate devel-
opment of a liberal, modern nation:

  Here, gentlemen, is the goal we pursue: spreading through evening 
courses the teaching of the Turkish language, because the diffusion of 
this language will be one of the principal conduits or . . . the crucible in 
which national feeling will be worked out . . . in order to prepare, to form 
the valiant soldiers of tomorrow, to develop the taste for social studies, 
the social education by the institution of public conferences.  50     

 Gourdji and the Amicale Society hoped to inculcate Turkish language into 
Ottoman subjects as an antecedent to their modernization of the Empire as a 
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Turkish state. In 1911 the primary aim of Amicale’s gatherings was, through 
association and the sharing of knowledge in a public forum, to create a form 
of CUP-patronized unity in the Ottoman Empire that would appear to be rela-
tively inclusive, or Ottomanist. The president of this society, with Ottoman 
statesmen present to legitimate its activities, made it abundantly clear, when 
in the next breath he maintained that “Courses and conferences shall be free-
of-charge and open to everybody: Moslems, Christians or Jews, may attend 
them. It matters not to which religion they belong, so long as they are all 
stirred by a similar desire, a like feeling, an identical passion: to work for the 
foundation of Ottoman unity, the grandeur of the Empire.”  51   Ottoman unity 
was his phrase to elicit support from non-Turks in the audience; unity required 
a loyalty not to one’s religious sect, but to one another as Ottomans, who for 
example subscribed to Japan’s modernizing methods to lead to a regeneration 
of empire. Nonetheless, the Unionists assumed in their Ottomanist rhetoric 
that they would be the enlightened intellectuals who, having liberated the 
empire from absolutism, would guide the rest of the population into the new 
age according to their priorities. They were the equivalent of Meiji-era samurai 
statesmen, to the exclusion of other Ottoman ideological orientations. 

 President Gourdji’s closing remarks at this conference shed light on the 
disposition of the attendees and on the CUP’s intended purpose for this pub-
lic conference. Comparing Japanese historical experience and social progress 
with Ottoman derelictions, he asked his audience,  

  What have we done? Immobile, impassive, we attended our own decom-
position, our dismemberment, our ruin, we rolled toward the abyss. And 
whereas by a great effort of valiance, of patriotism of course, of a whole 
of civic virtues, this small people of the Far East . . . by their means alone, 
exacted attention upon it, commanded the respect of the most pow-
erful potentates on earth, and competed with another power without 
concern; we, the Ottomans, we routed ourselves so greatly. Whereas 
the Japanese revealed their intelligence, their wisdom, their maturity 
in endowing their country with all the liberties, the most liberal institu-
tions, for Constantinople, “in this metropolis of the Empire of Orient 
which, by its position seemed it should have become the capital of the 
whole world,” here, it has only been three years, just three years, since a 
similar meeting could not have taken place . . . the mere announcement 
of a conference on Japan then would have cost its organizers prison, 
exile, or perhaps death.  52     

 Gourdji disparaged Abd ü lhamid II’s regime further, blaming Ottoman soci-
ety’s apathy upon their enslavement to a power that kept them in a state of 
ignorance and isolation, precisely the conditions Japan had managed to over-
come forty years earlier in order to create the present modern nation:

  How, by what blind and guilty indifference had we been able to live 
under the most despotic regime until the last three years? By what crimi-
nal inertia, by what fatal resignation, were the Ottoman people allowed 
to be condemned to not being more than a vast plebeian without 
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existence? . . . What . . . is indispensable to deduce from this evening is 
that . . . the lack of a spirit of association has perpetuated our decadence 
and our servitude. . . . Under the former regime, it would always be easy 
to oppress us, to reduce us so much that we lived isolated one from 
another . . . they depended at all times upon maintaining us, if violently, 
in ignorance and preventing us from uniting. And here is why, while the 
Japanese, like the rest of the great generality of peoples of the Universe, 
reached the apogee of glory and of civilization and appeared to the 
world in the apotheosis of their victory, as the great sovereign nation of 
human destiny in the Far East, we others, resembling a herd guided by a 
shepherd’s iron crook, we represented up to the revolution of July 1908 
the most distressing spectacle that history has ever recorded.  53     

 The CUP “emancipated” the Ottoman Empire, Gourdji continued, providing 
it the opportunity to indeed become the Japan of the Near East. The Unionists 
created a new scenario out of which the modern Ottoman Turkish nation 
shall appear, if guided rightly by groups such as this one, the Amicale Society, 
whose priority was making knowledge and information readily available for 
the betterment of society.  54   He beseeched his audience to take part in “the 
definitive raising up of Turkey by the organization of liberty, without which 
men, like the most robust plants and oaks, cannot develop and grow, and 
which, when deprived of it, perish.”  55   

 In the aftermath of the 1908 revolution, the Young Turk Unionists, search-
ing for a fresh platform on which to captivate the hopeful energies of the 
Ottoman populace, put forth in conferences such as this one a notion of secu-
lar and scientific Ottoman unity, of liberty, and of Ottomanism that could 
supplant sectarian identifications. At the same time it was undoubtedly asso-
ciated with Japanese national achievements as a kind of “pan-Asian” Ottoman 
synthesis. What made possible the unity between Muslim, Christian, and 
Jew within the Ottoman Empire was the same philosophy that would allow 
Ottoman Young Turk Unionists an affinity for a non-Muslim, pagan Japan: 
their shared belief in the superiority of science and knowledge in order to 
construct a modern, Eastern, constitutional polity. Gourdji’s last words of the 
evening demonstrate the relationship to Japan:

  Ladies and gentlemen, I am finished, I do not have more than a word 
to say, a vow to formulate: set loose becoming the Japanese of the 
Orient: deliver the teachings contained in the brilliant conference of 
Mr. Ostrorog. . . . Remember especially, my dear friends, that in the moral 
and intellectual elevation of the Ottoman nation lies the solution to the 
great problem posed by the advent of our constitutional and democratic 
regime.  56     

 Despite the inclusive tone of the last passage, the words more frequently used 
in this conference to describe the Ottoman Empire are perhaps the most tell-
ing subtext of Unionist thinking regarding the nation: repeatedly terms such 
as “our dear Turkey,” “the raising up of Turkey,” “the Turkish language,” 
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all insinuated an Ottoman Empire whose predominant character would be 
Turkish, whose leadership would remain ethnic Turks.  57   The Ottoman Empire 
was actively being renamed “Turkey” by 1910 for both foreign consumption 
and domestic use. Articles in Ottoman and European newspapers reporting on 
attempts to forge an alliance between the Ottoman state and Japan repeatedly 
used the term “Turkey” when referring to the empire, solidifying the idea that 
the Ottoman Empire was now a Turkish polity, with Turks in command.  58   
H ü seyin Cahit Bey, journalist and editor of  Tanin  who was also a member 
of the association called  T   ü   rk Derne   ğ   i , was quoted as saying (in describing 
Japanese success in modernizing),  

  That which the Japanese did, could the  Turks  not do it too? . . . If Japan 
had had the social organization of  Turkey , could it have transformed so 
easily? . . . Certainly not. In any case,  Turkey  did not follow the Japanese 
process . . . Besides, since seeking to reform  Turkey  there has not been a 
single day of tranquility. (emphasis mine)  59     

 Non-Turkish Ottoman elites who nonetheless had identified with the domi-
nant culture of the ruling class in the empire such as the Ottoman Kurd L ü tfi 
Fikri Bey even observed the change taking place, the subtle shift away from a 
broadly defined Ottomanism, in favor of a more Turkist line of thinking that 
was jeopardizing the constitutional, unionist nature of the regime.  60   Perhaps 
the retrospective words of the deposed Ottoman Sultan Abd ü lhamid II in his 
1917 memoirs most eloquently express what had happened to the Ottoman 
Empire in its final years. As racialized national identities fueled irreconcilable 
differences between peoples in the Ottoman Empire even more fervently than 
religious divisions had done in the past, the former Sultan claimed there was 
no way he could have “reconciled the Kurd and the Armenian, the Greek and 
the Turk, the Arab and the Bulgar.”  61    

  Arab Nationhood, Islamic Heritage, and the Nation of Japan 

 While Turkist ideologues utilized Japanese images to explicate their notion of 
an exclusive, ethnically Turkish nation emerging at the turn of the century 
and members of the CUP with Turkish nationalist leanings more boldly talked 
of a Turkish race that would govern the Ottoman Empire, so too did Arab 
intellectuals employ a trope of the Japanese nation, but interpreted for Arab 
needs. Initially supportive of the CUP and its promise of democratic rule fol-
lowing the revolution, many Arabs in the provinces with either Ottomanist or 
Arabist inclinations eventually became disappointed with the lack of results. 
They expressed this frustration carefully in the press, using Japan as the stan-
dard by which to compare with Arab heritage and to measure the Ottoman 
Empire’s faults. Escalating Arabist sensibilities coupled with disillusionment 
over post-revolution political failures and the policies of the CUP government 
generated a subtle but critical Arab press that often utilized Japan to argue its 
points of contention.  62   

 Influenced by the mid-nineteenth-century renaissance in Arabic literature, 
some individuals were awakening to their Arabist sentiments, that is, their 
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growing embrace of themselves as a people with a long and distinct heritage 
as Arabs: an Arabic-speaking people whose ancestors included the founder of 
Islam, the Prophet Muhammad, a people whose language was the very lan-
guage of the Qur’ān, and a people whose forefathers were the Arabs of history 
who established Islamic civilization as the most intellectually and techno-
logically advanced in the world in the medieval era. For Arab intellectuals, 
whether secular or religious, Christian or Muslim, it was a shared heritage 
in which to take tremendous pride. They were not immune to the racial and 
Darwinian ideas currently flourishing among scholarly circles in Europe and 
the Ottoman Empire, but for the Arabs, Arabic language, cultural heritage, 
and their relationship to Islam were the more salient features of identity that 
bound Arabs together more so than any strictly racial ties. They had more in 
common with other Ottomanists and Islamic modernists than with Turkish 
nationalists in leadership positions in the empire whose belief in modernity 
required an exclusive, racialized definition of nation. 

 The character of the Ottoman Empire as a multinational and ultimately 
Islamic community resulted in a rather unusual “national” side-effect that 
was quite pronounced in its Arab provinces: nation-state nationalism as an 
accepted ideology was later in its arrival here. By the late nineteenth century, 
Arabs comprised the second largest demographic element of the Ottoman 
Empire after the Turks.  63   Yet in comparison to other parts of the world, or 
within the Ottoman Empire itself, the development of a coherent, modern 
nationalist doctrine among the Arabs lagged behind the emergence of other 
nation-state nationalisms in Ottoman territories, such as those of the Greeks, 
Rumanians, Bulgarians, and Serbians. This statement ignores the complex 
transformation the Arab world underwent, however, as its loyalty to and iden-
tification with the larger Islamic, Ottoman community were undermined by 
political, economic, and social events within and outside the empire. Late 
nineteenth-century Ottomanist ideology had found many Arab supporters; 
after the Arab literary-cultural awakening,  64   many Arabs found themselves 
supporting ideas of Islamic modernism and Arabism (defined as proto-nation-
alist recognition of distinct Arab identity without an accompanying separatist 
attitude toward the Ottoman polity),  65   while still loosely adhering to a mul-
tinational philosophy of Ottomanism.  66   Some walked the fine line between 
Ottomanism and non-separatist Arab nationalism while complaining of 
excessive Turkification policies.  67   Others voiced their hopes of Arab indepen-
dence prior to this.  68   Some Arabs maintained their loyalties to the multiethnic 
Ottoman Empire until the end of the First World War. As recent scholarship 
has shown, both Ottomanism and Arabism derived from Islamic modernist 
notions of the compatibility between the religion of Islam and modern civi-
lization in response to the challenge of Western imperialism, and these ide-
ologies were not mutually exclusive.  69   However a more vocal and politicized 
form of Arabism surfaced among Arab journalists and activists in the Levant 
after 1909 when hopes were dashed for reform and equality to be extended 
to all Ottoman citizens. This political Arabism highlighted an implicit class 
struggle that at times manifested itself along ethnic lines, and the dispute 
was reflected in the attitudes toward the issue of education and language of 
instruction. The spectrum of Arabist-Arab nationalist thought was the most 
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varied between 1900 and 1918, when the Arabs were attempting to find a suit-
able self-definition by sorting through prior means of identification with the 
Ottoman Empire while simultaneously being pulled toward a stronger sense 
of Arab consciousness as a distinct people. 

 In the intellectual exercise of defining one’s national past, the Arabs of 
the Ottoman Empire understood themselves to be the descendants of the 
founding fathers of Islam, a connection not easily relinquished or ignored. 
Whereas the Turks of the Ottoman Empire could look upon their Central 
Asian past with nostalgia and enthusiasm, encouraged by their Turkic breth-
ren exiled from Russia (a distinguishing feature that allowed the Turks this 
means of racial exclusivity), the Arabs were the inheritors of a far-reaching 
civilization shared by many diverse peoples—that of Islam, which was the 
backbone of the current Ottoman state. Inevitably this was a linkage not 
initially lending itself to any sort of separatist movement, as the Arabs were 
inextricably linked to Islam, its corresponding civilization, and any dynasty 
sworn to uphold its precepts. The Ottoman Empire, headed by a sultan who 
claimed to be the Caliph of all Muslims, was understood as the contemporary 
custodian of Islam, the guardian of Islamic tradition, so that the Arabs could 
not extract themselves so easily out of this Muslim polity as a people deserv-
ing their own state. 

 Arab identity at the end of the Ottoman Empire owes an epistemological 
debt to a few of the pioneers of Islamic modernist thought whose ideas con-
verged with Arabism in the late nineteenth century. Some of the proponents 
of Islamic modernism, that is, individuals in the Ottoman Empire who argued 
that the only feasible path to modernity for Muslims was through the recon-
ciliation of Islamic heritage with modern science and technology—whether 
the voices of some Young Ottomans, the rhetoric of Jam ā l ad-D ī n al-Afgh ā n ī , 
or others—influenced later figures in their demand for Islam to play a central 
role in any future Muslim society, such as the Tatar political activist Abd ü rre ş id 
 İ brahim, the writers of the Ottoman paper  S   ı   r   â   t-   ı    Mustakîm   , the Arab educator 
Mu ḥ ammad ‘Abduh, and the Arab journalist Rash ī d Ri ḍ  ā  ’ .  70   Their views all 
incorporated the notion that Arabo-Islamic heritage was to be respected and 
should serve as the foundation for a modern Ottoman polity: a filter through 
which to siphon out the unwanted cultural baggage of the West when adopt-
ing its modern knowledge and technological advances. 

 The Ottoman Druze amir Shak ī b Arsl ā n was one such Islamic modernist pro-
ponent of the Arab  Salafiyya  movement (the demand for the pious Arab ances-
tors to be revered as the founding fathers of Islam, as espoused by ‘Abduh, 
Ri ḍ  ā  ’ , and others). He vehemently opposed Western interference in the Middle 
East, and in penning a plea to resist losing one’s Muslim identity, praised 
Japan’s self-reliance and steadfastness. Member of a prominent Lebanese fam-
ily and a deputy in Ottoman Parliament from 1913 to 1918, Arsl ā n circu-
lated among Syrian Arab intellectuals. He subscribed to the primacy of Islamic 
solidarity in the face of Western imperialism that also included belief in the 
viability of the Ottoman state, intense respect for Arabo-Islamic heritage, and 
eventually the formation of a more regional pan-Arab unity in the interwar 
years.  71   Politically well connected and an Ottomanist almost until the end 
of the empire, Arsl ā n called for the regeneration of Islamic society, blaming 
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current failures on both ultraconservative traditionalists who misinterpreted 
Islam and scorned modern science as heretical, and on secular Westernizers 
(in later years he engaged in polemics with  Ṭ aha  Ḥ usayn,  Ḥ usayn Haykal, 
and  ʿ Abd al-Ra ḥ m ā n Shahbandar), who he claimed blindly imitated foreign 
ways and rejected Islam’s inner dynamism.  72   Arsl ā n argued that a revival must 
originate in a rational application of one’s own traditions and that maintain-
ing the distinctiveness of a particular cultural system allowed for the proper 
assimilation of modern civilization; as such, Islam was not a religious barrier 
to progress, but the foundation upon which to build it. 

 Arsl ā n supported his ideas with the example of Japan, which he utilized in a 
provocative way despite the country’s non-Muslim character. Arsl ā n appealed 
to Ottomans’ Islamic communal sensibilities over the secular politico-cultural 
national bonds referred to by his contemporary, the Ottoman Arab bureau-
crat S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î .  73   Arsl ā n concentrated upon Japanese spiritual practices as a 
framework from which to launch a program of selective technical borrowing 
in order to achieve modern civilization without compromising Muslim reli-
gious solidarity. He was convinced that Japan had not renounced its Eastern 
culture in joining the ranks of the Western Powers, but rather had preserved 
its distinct ancestral heritage, which made possible a Japanese modernity that 
equaled or even surpassed European achievements. In a treatise called  Why 
Are Muslims Backward While Others Progress?  written in response to a reader’s 
query in the Arabic journal  al-Man   ā   r  (published by Rash ī d Ri ḍ  ā  ’  until 1935), 
Arsl ā n expressed his frustration over the fact that “the Europeans and the 
Japanese are not branded as tradition-ridden although they are devoted to 
their religions.”  74   In fact, he reminded his audience,  

  How many religious observances, rituals, customs, and conventions 
which originated among the Japanese as far back as 2000 years ago still 
exist among them in the same manner? . . . How is it then that their 
advancement has been so amazing and that at such a rapid pace, and 
why is it that they are pointed out as an example of progressiveness? No 
one calls them “tradition-ridden” or “conservatives” or “reactionaries” 
against modern civilization.  75     

 Arsl ā n believed the best defense against European imperialist activities was 
a strong Islamic solidarity that protected Muslim morality and enabled prog-
ress. “Religion played an important part in the political renaissance of Japan,” 
he pointed out, because the Japanese held the conviction that  

   . . . all that their ancestors bequeathed to them was indispensable . . . their 
past still remains glorious and sacred. They value their thoughts and 
ideals in terms of their sacred past. . . . They compete with others in the 
employment of modern methods which are indispensable to modern 
life. They have eschewed “Westernization” for the simple reason that 
they have no use for it. . . . It is indeed their devotion to their gods and 
ancestors that has served them as a stronger shield and support for them 
even than nationalism and race-consciousness.  76     
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 Like other Arab thinkers, Arsl ā n viewed Japan as a tutelary, if pagan, nation 
from whom Muslims could learn a valuable lesson. Despite his differences 
with other intellectuals of his generation whose attitudes about the role of 
religion in identity diverged from his, whose political affiliations, and whose 
stances toward Europe varied greatly from his own, Arsl ā n’s interpretation of 
Japan as a referent for Eastern potential in the face of Western domination was 
shared and clearly understood by his compatriots. His sense of “Easternness” 
was cloaked in a more localized expression of Islamic communal solidarity, 
using non-Muslim Japan to argue his ideology. His pride in Arabo-Islamic her-
itage and his faith in its successful integration with contemporary civilization 
proved undeniably to Arsl ā n that the East would shortly regain its superior 
position in the world; Japan had been the first to demonstrate this ability. 

 Imbedded within such Islamic modernism was the possibility of a proto-
nationalist, or Arabist, ideal: that Arabs, as the founding fathers of Islam, 
deserved a certain level of cultural recognition within the larger Ottoman soci-
ety. Islamic modernism came to be conflated with Arab identity by individu-
als like al-Kaw ā kib ī  for example, with his political treatise imploring Arabs to 
take their rightful place as the legitimate heirs to the caliphate (and in which 
his “Excellences of the Arabs”  77   did make a rare racial distinction about Arabs 
though again not overshadowing the more important cultural heritage that 
made Arabs who they were). Once this form of Arabism coalesced with the 
more secular, literary, and linguistic sense of an Arabic awakening, the justi-
fication emerged for demanding that, as a people with a special place in the 
Empire, Ottoman Arabs were to be accorded an amount of cultural and even-
tually political status. 

 The Arabs who played a role in defining Arabism in the latter decades of 
the Ottoman Empire’s existence came from a variety of backgrounds: some 
resided in the Arab provinces, away from the Ottoman corridors of power that 
would have put them in closer contact with European intellectual thought as 
well as provide more direct participation in political rule, as members of the 
CUP enjoyed. Others served in Ottoman parliament or in official government 
positions that did allow them a level of power and prestige, though it appears 
that many of these Arab political figures recognized after 1909 either the lim-
its of their status as Arabs or felt an inclination to promote their Arab identity 
more strongly, or both. It is no surprise then that the majority of the discourse 
produced by Ottoman Arabs on Japanese modernity differed in its emphasis 
from that of the Turkists and Turkish nationalists: Arab writers, officials, activ-
ists, and journalists also stressed Japanese modernization of its state institu-
tions as a model of reform, but they tended more often to highlight Japan’s 
ancestral ties, Japanese religious devotion, and moral character as ultimately 
what defined the Japanese as a modern nation, in an attempt to draw parallels 
with similar Arab traits. Christian and Muslim Arabs both participated in con-
structing the Arab nation based upon a shared heritage, history, and language, 
and they both used Japanese imagery to illustrate their arguments; many of 
these Christians published newspapers and books in Egypt that found wider 
circulation in the Arab provinces of the empire. 

 In addition, Arab political disenfranchisement perpetuated by CUP policies 
after 1909 eventually spilled over beyond cultural attitudes to political critiques 
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of Ottoman moral corruption and mismanagement, and the example of Japan 
was used as a metaphor for proper modernity by comparison. For many critics 
like the Arab journalist and political activist Mu ḥ ammad Kurd  ʿ Al ī , education 
became the most significant issue to address in their writings because not 
only would national education further the Ottoman Empire’s modernization 
process through the matriculation of future citizens conversant in the latest 
science and technology to serve the state, but a revamped national education 
system would also reach more people, and would instill the proper moral and 
cultural values in Ottoman students to shape them into tomorrow’s patriots. 
Of course this, it was argued, had to be done in the local vernaculars to be 
effective; demands were made to implement a school system that would not 
only modernize the curriculum but would also take Arab needs into account 
through instruction in the local language, which would also impart to Arab 
pupils pride in their Arabness. The Arab provincial courts were to operate in 
the local language of the Arabs. These demands were eventually responded to 
by the Ottoman state in 1913,  78   as the logic used in the Arabs’ arguments on 
this issue (often using Japanese images) resonated with those Ottoman CUP 
officials who understood education and language to be important compo-
nents in the nation-building process (though they desired Ottoman Turkish 
to be the  lingua franca  of their “nation” and would revert back to the policy of 
instruction in Ottoman Turkish in 1916). 

 The press was the main forum in which Arab intellectuals manifested or 
crystallized their ideas about national or communal identity. The Arabic press, 
literature, public meetings, and the memoirs of some Arab individuals all estab-
lish the Japanese nation as a prominent referent when articulating their ideas. 
While in both the Ottoman Arab and Egyptian contexts, discourse on Japan 
was inextricably linked to the emergence of (proto-) nationalist sentiments 
on the part of the authors, contextual differences and variations in the char-
acter of Arab nationalism in these two regions are evident in their respective 
discussions of Japan. Therefore provincial Ottoman Arab intellectual trends as 
reflected in discourse should be treated separately from the Egyptian milieu, 
despite the wide circulation of Cairene publications throughout much of the 
Ottoman Arab world. 

 In the late Ottoman Empire, religion was often a hindrance to unifying 
the populace due to the complexities of Muslim-Christian relations. However 
Japanese national religion was seen as a vehicle by which to unify and mobi-
lize the people, as well as to inspire deep feelings of patriotic love of coun-
try. It was a powerful element of Japanese national identity. The role religion 
would play in future Arab identity was an omnipresent question because of 
the inseparable association between the founding of Islam and its Golden Age 
under Arab rule, and the need for Arabs to assert an individual identity based 
on this distinct heritage. The Arabs’ past could not omit the presence of Islam 
and therefore their ideology would have to incorporate the Islamic element 
into their identity in a manner functional for the modern world. The role of 
religion in Japan and its compatibility with modern science served as one 
model which could suggest to the Arabs an ideological course of action. 

 According to the Lebanese journal  al-   ʿ   Irf   ā   n  in Sidon, the spiritual strength 
of the Japanese people was demonstrated by the fatherly stance of the 
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government toward citizens, and the familial sincerity they reciprocated, that 
“ . . . yielded a firm alliance and a bond between the souls of the Japanese by 
connections of love and unity, giving them a taste of life’s comforts and push-
ing them to put above everything else, in a word, the welfare of the nation and 
its success.”  79   The power of Japan’s spiritual unity had allowed them to hire 
foreigners to assist in modernizing the country without succumbing to the 
temptations of Western influence that might be detrimental to Japanese soci-
ety. This strength stemmed in part from an unwillingness to tamper with the 
Japanese people’s faith, and from maintaining a certain flexibility to regard 
spirituality as a product of individual hopes and beliefs.  80   Ultimately the 
author’s words were intended to admonish Ottomans for their lack of open-
mindedness: while the Ottoman Empire (and Iran, the article mentioned) had 
constitutional governments, he reminded readers, “do not make religion a 
reason for division among people, for changing their hearts. Let the Japanese 
spirit, their tolerance in religion, and their aspiration to continue their liberty 
and preserve their independence creep into you.”  81   Japanese ancestral solidar-
ity coupled with religious tolerance provided the perfect foundation upon 
which to build a modern, patriotic nation. 

 An article from Kurd  ʿ Al ī  ’ s Damascene paper,  al-Muqtabas,  illustrates the 
Arab dilemma of separating Islam out from previous Ottoman political affili-
ations, as was the task of Arab nationalist thinkers in formulating a separat-
ist ideology. “Japan and Islam” reported on a meeting the evening before in 
the Damascus Union and Progress club  (n   ā   d   ī    al-Itti   ḥ    ā   d wa’l-Taraqq   ī  ) between 
Ottoman citizens and the Japanese operative/convert to Islam,  Ö mer Yamaoka, 
who was traveling in Ottoman lands escorted by Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim.  82   
Dr.  ʿ Abd al-Ra ḥ m ā n Shahbandar, a secular Damascene Arab and later a well-
known Syrian nationalist, participated in the proceedings by introducing the 
visitors and translating Yamaoka’s English speech into Arabic (Y ü zba şı  Kh â lid 
Effendi al-Hak î m translated into Ottoman Turkish).  83   The gist of the speeches 
was that, as Japan had shown, science was the key to national advancement, 
but only a religion like Islam could provide the proper direction for use of this 
knowledge. Shahbandar’s closing remarks were particularly interesting when 
he said (in English and Arabic):

  The Ottoman Empire is an Islamic empire but that does not suggest that 
the Christians and Israelites and Druze are not Ottomans. On the con-
trary! It is similar to the official religion in the United Kingdom, which 
is Christianity, and it gathers under its banner the other religions. Thus 
it is like the Ottoman Empire. It gathers them all in a single word, and 
that is “Ottoman.”  84     

 Shahbandar, while here expressing obvious Ottomanist sentiments and feel-
ings of humanitarian pan-Asian solidarity, soon after felt alienated by what 
were viewed as Turkification policies of the CUP government. By 1916 he was 
forced to flee Damascus because of his anti-Ottoman (and pro-British) activi-
ties. But in these words appeared his earlier identification with an Islamic, mul-
tinational Ottoman Empire. The translation of Yamaoka’s speech into both 
Turkish and Arabic at the CUP clubhouse indicated the linguistic differences 
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that were respected in 1910; Shahbandar felt loyalty to the Ottoman Empire 
but within a few short years radically altered his perception of Arab iden-
tity to mean an Arab (Syrian) nation independent of a larger whole. Despite 
Shahbandar’s secular outlook, his ultimate rejection of the Ottoman polity was 
not based upon a disconnection with Islamic heritage that was part of modern 
Arab consciousness, but rather upon a realization that equality between mem-
bers of Ottoman society regardless of religion, ethnicity, or language had not 
been achieved. CUP policies had demonstrated to him their failure to uphold 
Ottomanism. 

 The increasing awareness of an ethnolinguistic communal bond among 
the Arabs in Ottoman lands fueled a desire for a representative administra-
tion that would coincide with political recognition of Arab cultural specificity 
within the Islamic-Ottoman polity. Formerly, the  millet  system had managed 
the various religious communities in the multiethnic, multinational Ottoman 
Empire. The 1908 Ottoman constitutional revolution had created tremen-
dous enthusiasm for the possibility that the state would now guarantee its 
citizenry individual rights by providing a constitutional arrangement that 
included fair representative government, an idea stemming from the French 
Revolution. In the twentieth century, the provision for a parliamentary gov-
ernment seemed even more imperative for equal treatment of individuals 
from different backgrounds. Yet this hope gave way to disappointment as the 
CUP tightened its hold on Ottoman government, which encouraged some 
contributors to Arabic publications to express their disillusionment in the 
pages of the press.  85   

 The dilemma for Arab intellectuals, such as Kurd  ʿ Al ī , Shukri al- ʿ Asalī, and 
others in the years after 1909, was the duality of their identification with an 
Arabo-Islamic heritage, though understood by them in a rather secular, yet 
newly modern national light, and their desire to remain loyal to an Ottoman-
Islamic Empire that was appearing to disregard the needs of a large portion of 
the population—especially the Arabs in the provinces. The choice of words to 
describe the Japanese nation in this context is quite telling: the Arabs tended 
to proclaim in their publications that Japanese nationhood and success in 
the world derived from their moral fortitude, their shared ancestral ties that 
bound them together, their Buddhist, Shinto, and Confucian traditions, 
devotion to their Emperor (a father figure), and their patriotic willingness 
to self-sacrifice that was inherent in all Japanese people. Japan’s education 
promoted these characteristics while also providing a scientific curriculum 
founded on modern principles. Arab deployment of this Japanese model was 
a way to solidify their own sense of Arab nationhood. In contrast, the Turkish 
discussions of nationhood, while also reflecting upon the propagation of edu-
cation, had different purposes. They tended to emphasize this morality not as 
a result of shared ancestral rites, but as a consequence of a Bushid ō , samurai 
warrior ethic, and grounded in Japanese racial connections to one another. 
Arab writers used Japan’s distinct cultural heritage to define Japanese iden-
tity, in the same way that they delineated for their readers the role of their 
own Arabo-Islamic ancestry and foundations in forging Arabness. Turkish 
writers not only emphasized a racial linkage between fellow Turks to define 
identity, but their discussions of Japanese education and morality subtly 
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reflected the position of power many of these writers occupied: interested in 
“arming the nation,” a rejuvenated Ottoman (Turkish) nation would identify 
with the militant samurai ethos as a practical and moral model for their race 
to emulate.  

  The Space between: Ottomanism and S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , 
an Ottoman Arab 

 A look at the ideas of the Ottoman Arab statesman S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , or S â ti ʾ  Bey, 
an Ottoman Arab intellectual profoundly affected by Japan’s successes, reveals 
the complexities of overlapping and yet rapidly changing identities at the end 
of Empire. Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  dreamt of an Ottoman nation based on a religio-historical 
shared past and equality among all, a dream that survived until he was left 
without the physical elements of empire at the end of the First World War. 
His views at times resembled, and at other times were in dramatic contrast 
to, the images of Japan that prevailed in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman 
Empire after the 1908 revolution when the press flourished in cities in the 
Levant (notably Damascus and Beirut). 

 Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was born in Yemen to a Syrian Arab family and was educated in 
Istanbul. Due to his predominantly Turkish education and subsequent posi-
tion within the Ottoman Ministry of Education, Ottomanism prevailed in his 
thinking. He was an official who meant no political affront to the Ottoman 
system with his encouragement of reform policies, but rather was searching 
for the means to “nationally” unite and strengthen the Ottoman Empire. He 
saw Japan’s strength as the consequence of a democratic system, the preva-
lence of national education, intense patriotism, and strong connections to an 
ancestral past (personified by the Emperor himself). None of these were con-
sidered goals unattainable in a multinational state; after all, the Ottoman con-
stitution had already been reinstated by 1908 by Young Turk patriots whose 
interest was preserving the homeland. Education was even appreciated by 
Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, who had dramatically increased the number of schools 
within the Ottoman Empire during his reign. 

 Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was so impressed by Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 that upon 
his first visit to Europe in 1910, he sought an audience with the Japanese 
embassy in Berlin to discuss the matter.  86   Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s exact words regarding his 
eventful journey were as follows:

  During this trip, I wanted very much to learn about conditions in Japan 
because of that country’s rapid awakening (nah ḍ a). I contacted the 
Japanese embassy in Berlin and was given a considerable amount of 
information on the subject of culture. The basic ideas I acquired became 
the subject of a general lecture which I later published in a collection 
of lectures.  87     

 His lecture, “Japan and the Japanese,” was given in 1913 in Istanbul and was 
published as the Japanese section of a book entitled  The Great Japanese and 
German Nations .  88   He lectured to his audience in detail on Japanese history 
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and culture, pointing out in his introductory remarks the seriousness with 
which the Ottomans should study Japan’s progress:

  Inside of thirty years they had acquired and assimilated all of the civili-
zational works; within a third of a century they had reached the status of 
a civilized, modern nation . . . they brought into existence a powerful and 
great state. . . . For nations that have remained very much behind on the 
road to progress, like us, and who are now obliged to advance with great 
rapidity, the Japanese are among the examples that must be examined 
with the greatest care.  89     

 S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was interested in Japan’s accomplishments at the state level as 
well as their character as a nation, so that his commentary flowed back and 
forth between, for example, the reform of Japanese land ownership and man-
agement, and the samurai virtues of loyalty, self-sacrifice, and the practice 
of ritual suicide ( harakiri ). He was interested in how a nation’s educational 
system served as the foundation for state power—in short, how it affected the 
strengthening of the economy, the protection of resources, and the expansion 
of industrial output. He noted how the promulgation of the Japanese constitu-
tion assisted in lifting the oppressive European yoke of Unequal Treaties from 
Japan’s neck. Now, Japan’s next mission was “to be an agent of civilization in 
Asia, especially to awaken the Chinese, to save them from Europe’s yoke.”   90   
But Europe, threatened by Japan’s reforms and by this enterprise,  

   . . . rendered a rather mistaken judgement about the Japanese: “The 
Japanese copy like monkeys, they possess a great capacity for imitation, 
but they are bereft of aptitude for assimilation and innovation” they 
said.  91     

 To this al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  retorted that the Japanese understood Western civilization 
very well, and for this reason they were determined to improve upon it con-
tinually rather than sit idly by, so that ultimately they generated an appli-
cable interpretation of it (one adapted to Japanese needs).  92   Implicit in his 
comments was the possibility that, in doing so, the Japanese had produced 
an innovative, more practical, and even superior form of civilization. S â  ṭ i ʾ  
al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  concerned himself in this lecture with how Japan’s assimilation of 
Western civilization could teach the Ottomans a valuable lesson. His final 
remarks pleaded for the Ottoman Empire to accept Japan’s “powerful warning 
through example,” saying,  

  The Japanese . . . borrowed European and American theoretical and prac-
tical sciences and techniques, administrative and legal structures and 
laws; they demonstrated a great efficacy and an intense sense of persever-
ance in the matter of imitation and borrowing, in particular, they attrib-
uted a great significance to appropriations and modernization relating 
to (national) prosperity and refinement. This course of action . . . took the 
Japanese out of a state of being a medieval community and brought into 
being a completely modern nation. . . . We—like the Japanese—remained 
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unfamiliar with European civilization for a period of centuries. We—like 
the Japanese—just started, after having become distant from Europeans, 
to appreciate the need to borrow and imitate that civilization.  93     

 But al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  faulted the Ottomans for their laxity, their ineptitude, when they 
had every opportunity to have advanced:

  In fact we have not been living in a country far from Europe and closed 
to Europeans, like the Japanese; on the contrary—we have been right 
next to Europe; clashing with Europeans for centuries, we have seen a 
lot of foreigners in our commercial ports for centuries. Nevertheless, it is 
as though there has come to be a virtual wall of China or a great ocean 
between us and the Europeans who used to stand so close, among us 
even, so that for centuries, we passed the time unaware, without gaining 
a share of the intellectual, industrial, political, and social advancements 
and revolutions which occurred in civilized world.  94     

 The Ottomans should have preceded Japan in successfully completing mod-
ernizing endeavors because of the previous Tanz î m â t efforts at reform, but 
“until now we have not been able to advance like the Japanese; we still have 
not been able to present ourselves to the civilized world as a ‘contemporary 
nation.’”  95   The reason was clear to al- Ḥ u ṣ r î : unlike the Japanese, whose moral 
character caused them to persevere, to educate themselves, and to become 
refined on the inside before outwardly addressing the political and admin-
istrative needs of the country, the Ottomans only superficially attempted to 
reform the empire as cursory reactions to immediate circumstances, render-
ing reforms ineffective in the long term.  96   Nonetheless, al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was hopeful 
about the future. Japan had proved that the Ottoman Empire could survive 
and progress because  

   . . . however backward a nation may remain in the matter of progress, if it 
shows a sufficient level of earnestness, it . . . will be able to make good the 
time that it has lost. . . . The thing that is necessary for us . . . is to strive. To 
struggle; with determination, to endeavor in earnest, materially, spiritu-
ally, without tiring; without giving up hope, to strive . . . Behold our life 
and salvation’s only means.  97     

 “Japonya ve Japonlar” attempted to motivate Ottoman citizens to persevere in 
modernizing state and society as Japan had done, following the unavoidable 
tutelage of Europe when necessary, without succumbing to the notion that it 
was either too late for progress, or that it would somehow imply Ottoman infe-
riority to the West. In an additional lecture given in 1913 by S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , he 
supplied another significant element in the process of rebuilding the nation, 
presenting his interpretation of Japanese national character as a pattern for 
Ottoman patriotism. As late historian William Cleveland described al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s 
 For the Homeland  ( Vatan I   ç   in ,  İ stanbul 1329/1913), an essay published after 
this lecture was given,  
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   . . . he drew the connection between emotional loyalty and national suc-
cess when he stated that the victory over Russia indicated that there was 
a strong feeling of patriotism in Japan. Sati’ felt that Japanese patriotism 
was inspired by a respect for ancestors and a belief in a familial relation-
ship between the ancestors and the living members of the state.  98     

 Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î‘ s impression of Japan was as a country which showed fierce patriotic 
feeling; this intense patriotism was due to the belief that the Japanese were 
a big family with the Mikad ō  as the patriarchal head. The dynasty possessed 
divine lineage and the spirit of these forefathers was revered. In this way the 
Mikad ō  ’ s decrees were sacred, historical works based upon the will bequeathed 
by his ancestors. Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  reproduced a version of the Japanese Imperial 
Rescript on Education to illustrate that in Japan the basis of patriotism ( vatan-
severlik , love of homeland) was patriarchal family ties: “If one day it is neces-
sary,” he quoted, “you will give your life to the state with courage, so you will 
have continued the glory of the Throne coeval with Sun and Earth.”  99   

 Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s early writings reflected his sentiment that following in Japan’s 
footsteps would not compromise the multinationality of the empire. He real-
ized that patriotism had different qualities in different places, that the mean-
ing of “homeland” ( vatan ) was not definite, and that patriotism was not a 
fixed ideal. By looking at what meaning  vatan  was assigned in only one coun-
try, and then applying it indiscriminately to another without consideration 
for the factors relevant to that other country, he felt a wrong understanding of 
homeland would be arrived at.  100   Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was aware that the ethnic, linguis-
tic, and religious makeup of the Ottoman Empire was so varied as to make a 
specific patriotic summons invalid. However the Ottoman Empire could profit 
from accepting the appropriate ideological counterpart; it would be expanded 
to fit the needs of a multinational empire. Thus, S â ti ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  transformed the 
Japanese idea of patriotism into the doctrine of Ottomanism: the “Ottoman 
spiritual bond” extending across the entire  vatan —to all Ottoman territories, 
for all ethnic and religious groups. While the spiritual bond that created a 
sense of community unity among Japanese was an expression of their ances-
tral and familial relations, the Ottoman spiritual tie was more complex. It 
involved various communities who enjoyed a shared historical experience 
and patriotic loyalty to the Ottoman polity. This state should embody the will 
of its people, and its importance would override language affiliations, which 
he saw as the most significant national bond between people. Respect for the 
ancestral past would translate into recognition of the unique position of the 
Arabs within the empire as the founding fathers of Islamic civilization. While 
generally a secularist, al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  was aware of the importance of the Muslim 
religion as a sociopolitical force and included Islam as part of this unifying 
spiritual connection for both Muslims and non-Muslims alike. 

 Japan was an early nation-state model for S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î . The paradox in his 
thinking lay in his dual identification as an Ottomanist, which demanded 
political loyalty along broad lines, and as an Arabist, recognizing the increas-
ingly powerful stature of individual nation-state nationalism in the rest of 
the world. His attempt to apply nation-state ideas to the Ottoman experience 
seemed to contradict the ultimate definition of nationalism itself. His undying 
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loyalty to the Ottoman Empire simply did not permit him to crystallize his 
Arabist tendencies until the empire’s destruction in 1918. His native language 
was Turkish, and he did not become proficient in the Arabic vernacular until 
he had resigned himself to the pan-Arab cause as a member of Prince Faysal’s 
governments in Syria and then after the First World War, in Mandate Iraq. 
Yet in the postwar era, his brand of pan-Arab nationalism still appeared as too 
broad a field for the specifics of emerging Near Eastern nation-state national-
isms. Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  never relinquished the hope that the Arab region would again 
unite itself and erase the false borders that had been drawn up by the colonial 
powers after the First World War.  101   

 Much of S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s theory on nationalism was not actually written until 
the 1940s-1950s, but as Albert Hourani claimed, many of al- Ḥ u ṣ r î s ideas were 
formulated much earlier (around 1908 and after).  102   His later Arabic writings 
emphasized the importance of a common language, history, and national reli-
gion to the feeling of national solidarity; religion was not the basis of com-
mon national feeling, but served to strengthen and reinforce it.  103   One can 
infer that these writings were influenced by his attention to Japan in earlier 
days. Al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s earlier interest in the origins of national strength via ances-
tral connections was overshadowed by what he observed as Japan’s ultimate 
achievement: Japanese demonstration of an Asian nation’s capability to mod-
ernize equally comparable to the West. This shift in his focus could have 
occurred simply because he now regarded ancestral worship as anachronistic. 
More likely it occurred because this era was one of anti-Western, anticolonial-
ist sentiments in the Near East, in which any non-European nation which 
challenged the power of the West was seen in a positive light.  104   In any case, 
al- Ḥ u ṣ r î’ s vision of the Japanese nation supported his pleas for unity, whether 
in a disintegrating Ottoman Empire being pulled apart by separatism and war, 
or later, in the Arab world of the early twentieth century, struggling with colo-
nial powers and the divisions of nation-state nationalisms. 

 In the midst of a struggle to find a unifying ideology for the Ottoman Empire 
in the first decades of the twentieth century, the CUP leadership and those 
participating in the political process, whether as members and supporters of 
the CUP or of the opposition, all looked to Japan’s example to find a solution 
to their modern problems. L ü tfi Fikri said it best when he claimed that every-
one referred to Japan to argue for or against the renovation of the Empire; in 
fact, Japan defined what was meant by reform and modernization to “Eastern” 
peoples such as the Ottomans. To represent Japan by association was a pow-
erful tool to propagate ideology. Until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 
in the First World War, the debate remained whether or not the “Japan of 
the Near East” was to be an Ottomanist federation consisting of a variety of 
ethnic and religious elements, united to maintain and preserve a constitu-
tional homeland, as L ü tfi Fikri or al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  envisioned. Was it instead to be the 
CUP’s now Turk-centered state, run by a powerful oligarchy that resembled 
the Japanese Meiji  genr   ō   in  and that could assume unchecked power to direct 
Ottoman society’s energies toward an independent, secular, capitalist future? 
Would it include only Muslims? Either way, the Japanese example emerged 
to lend support to politicized polemics concerning modernization and iden-
tity, indicating its overall force in the minds of Ottoman subjects as a nation 
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with whom there was a broader connection and a desire to emulate. Kinship 
with Japan expressed itself in a myriad of ways through many spokespeople. 
This affinity with Japan may have been utilized to argue for the expansion 
or contraction of the Ottoman community by various individuals depending 
upon their own personal and/or political constraints, and for or against cer-
tain choices in order to reform or modernize the empire. Yusuf Ak ç ura, Ziya 
G ö kalp, and others used the Japanese trope to discuss an exclusionary Turkish 
national identity based upon the incorporation of modern civilization; race 
became a key component in their thinking, at least initially. The purpose of 
much of the Turkish discourse on Japan was to encourage arming the nation in 
order to defend it. For the Arabs, discourse on Japan was to articulate through 
example a distinctive Arab consciousness that would be the foundation for an 
Arab national ideology. Though modernizing Arab elites often shared a kind of 
intellectual proximity to European thought, their lack of unhindered access to 
avenues of political power within the Empire was an obstacle to embracing the 
same level of racialized thought as Turkic writers in expressing national ideals. 
S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , for example, an Ottoman statesman, nonetheless supported an 
inclusive Ottomanist doctrine of patriotism to save the Empire using the very 
same Japanese analogy without setting any racial parameters in his ideology. 
Ultimately a defining feature of the late Ottoman period, the Ottoman attrac-
tion to Japan as a national model spanned a broad spectrum of thought con-
cerning how Ottoman individuals interpreted their cultural identities.  

  The Woman in Society: Japan’s “Mother of the Nation” 

 The Japanese nation provided a pattern of cultural, social, and political 
advancement for many Ottoman and also Egyptian Arab elite intellectuals 
who applied it to the relationships between East and West, between colo-
nizer and colonized, and between political authority and subordinate. The 
flourishing of the press coincided with a resurgence of interest in the soci-
etal position of women and the woman’s relation to the well-being of the 
nation as well.  105   Ottoman writers influenced by Le Bon’s views of a nation’s 
character engaged in reversing the prevailing East-West Orientalist ontology 
by exploring “superior” Japanese morality as it was embodied in the female 
gender. Articles appearing in Ottoman and Egyptian journals and newspapers 
discussed the Japanese woman as patriot and educator of the next generation 
of Japanese citizens, and suggested a possible course of action for the woman 
in Islamic society.  106   Ironically, the very discourse that was generally utilized 
to support the claims of a subordinate group (the East, Young Turk exiles, 
Ottoman Arabs, or Egyptians) against control by a dominant one (Europe, 
Sultan Abd ü lhamid II, the Ottoman state, or the British), in this case was used 
to argue for the continued existence of an overarching patriarchy that, like 
in Japan, would preserve the woman’s status as manager of the household 
and educator of children. Claiming these tasks to be her patriotic duties to 
the nation, the woman’s societal role was thus defined as outside that of the 
public, political sphere. Japanese images were used by elites to maintain the 
subordination of women within the larger social framework of Ottoman Arab 
and/or Egyptian society. 
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 Discussions of indigenous character and culture in the East inevitably led 
to the subject of the role of the woman in the modern nation.  107   Starting 
with the premise that “every people’s women . . . possess a group of traits and 
customs,”  108   Ekrem went on to express his admiration for Japanese women 
who, coming from a non-Western tradition, impressed him more. For him, 
the backbone of Japanese society was their women. They were the sector of 
society that preserved the cultural refinement and morality of the Japanese, 
“the decent upbringing, the artful skill, and the humane knowledge in this 
country’s women is amazing.”  109    İ bn ü lhakk ı  Mehmed T â hir’s Ottoman weekly 
 Han   ı   mlara Mahsus Gazete  [Journal for Women] echoed the idea that Japan’s 
unique culture was preserved in the character of its women. In “The Japanese” 
and a three-part series titled “About the Japanese,” the author described 
Japanese customs and habits in detail, couched within the notion that ulti-
mately the Japanese maintained their native character while obeying Western 
modes of behavior when required.  110   The male population maintained Japan’s 
public realm, where the predominant premise was that Western patterns were 
now superior for practical aspects of modern life. The private sphere, embod-
ied in the Japanese household, was the den of indigenous tradition. As such, it 
was still controlled by women, so that their education and upbringing became 
a significant issue for authors attempting to strike a balance between Eastern 
culture and Western practice.  111   For example, the Tokyo women’s university 
had a sole purpose:

  To create mothers that would be able to raise men capable of performing 
well their earnest service and duty to their country, and those women, 
not being carried away by a world of useless pomp, to be able to manage 
[household financial affairs] with comfort and prosperity. . . . Knowledge 
will be taught that is necessary in order for a girl to become a good wife, 
a good mother, and a good woman.  112     

 Another Ottoman author, conceding that Japanese women still ranked below 
men in society, explained, “the way Japanese women spend their lives is 
not much different than a day in the life of European women, but [Japanese 
womens’] household duties are more important.”  113   These responsibilities 
included educating the children as young patriots. Japan’s compulsory educa-
tion agenda contributed to Japanese patriotism and encouraged national ide-
als and morality because “immoral, naughty children, no matter how clever 
and diligent they are, are never seen as worthy of rewards.”  114   But cultivating 
patriotic attitudes in Japanese youth started at home, argued Fatma  Ü nsiye, 
a teacher at the American Girls’ College School, because “principles begin 
with nations’ babies; the history of peoples ends with them”  115   (see   figure 7.1 ). 
Japanese children grew up in households with many toys that taught them 
to use things without breaking them, she wrote, so that they understood 
proper manners and the economic principles a family maintained. The 
Japanese succeeded in providing “elementary information about everything” 
to the children at a young age by surrounding them with games; by order 
of the Japanese Education Ministry, the primary school libraries had books 
for reading, arithmetic, and drawing, as well as games that showed children 
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procedures for success, many of which required the formation of teams to 
develop a sense of camaraderie, following orders, and leadership.  116   Japanese 
children participated in festivals with their fathers, visiting auditoriums in 
which they saw paintings of famous figures in Japanese history in order to 
cultivate in them a sense of mastery in art, in war, and in school. They toured 
sacred places, old palaces, and other famous buildings to gain an appreciation 
for Japanese life; they sculpted statues out of clay dug from the earth by their 
own hands, to feel the Japanese land beneath their feet.  117   Chess had become 

 Figure 7.1      Fatma Ünsiye’s  Japon    Ç   ocuklar  [Japanese children] (  stanbul: 
Matba’a-y   Hayriye ve   irkesi, 1912) book cover.  
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a popular game among Japanese children, but of course “Japanese national-
ity and character [was given] to the games acquired from the East and the 
West, Japanizing them.”  118   Japanese childrens’ upbringing in the household 
and school system was designed to condition them for service to the nation 
because “the entire country is like a household, and its people are like indi-
viduals of a family.”  119   Renewal and progress were carried out by everyone 
great and small in Japan who undertook a responsibility to each other and to 
their nation. Foreign language study in Japanese schools illustrated patriotic 
goals: they were introduced to the languages of other peoples of the world so 
that “ . . . they can make available to their compatriots that language” because 
“the Japanese want to introduce foreign civilization to their country by means 
of themselves.”  120   With only superficial exposure to languages at first, the next 
level of education provided for the study of their East Asian neighbors’ ver-
naculars. At higher class levels they studied European languages, sometimes 
traveling to the countries of origin to carry this out:

  Among the reforms the Japanese government implemented were the pro-
vision for civil and social education for women, because “With regard to 
schooling, the tenacity of moral character and other virtues, how great 
are the distinctions between the child brought up by a mother whose 
education and studies were completed versus a child whose mother’s 
studies were neglected?”  121     

 In other words, an educated woman would, as a mother, produce a more 
virtuous patriot to serve the nation in the future. Education cultivated dedi-
cation to the nation and to the Emperor, Japan’s patriarch who treated his 
“children” with love and respect and for whom they should sacrifice, just as 
it provided the tools to absorb new knowledge in the classroom.  122   The meta-
phor of the Japanese family-nation was echoed in Cairo, where the Egyptian 
nationalist paper  al-Gar   ī   da  described the “reform of nations “ needing to start 
with “the reform of households,” because “what is a nation but a collection of 
households and families.”  123   The Japanese woman was the sanctuary for and 
guardian of Japanese morality, in her familial obligations as educator of the 
children and the manager of the household. 

 While the duty of the woman was to maintain native character and raise 
patriots for the Japanese nation, authors conceded that educational practices 
and institutions were based upon those in European and American schools for 
girls. Professors at Japanese universities spent time in Europe and the United 
States to learn techniques before returning to apply them to Japanese soci-
ety. The framework underlying these nativist, nationalist goals relied upon 
the contention that the West possessed progress and civilization, but com-
bining them with indigenous heritage generated a superior form of Eastern 
modernity. This discourse explicating the assimilation of Eastern values with 
Western knowledge using modern Japan as an example ultimately disguised 
the preservation of similar Ottoman patriarchal structures within a seemingly 
progressive argument for increasing the availability of Western education and 
promoting the liberation of women. The example of Japan’s women was used 
to legitimate maintaining the cult of domesticity and “true womanhood” 
within Ottoman society.       
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      8  
 Ottoman Egypt Demands 
Independence: Egyptian Identity, 
East and West, Christian and Muslim   

   Egypt was yet another site for the production of a discourse on Japanese 
modernity, though the ways in which Japan was depicted in press and lit-
erature in Egypt reflected not only a different set of social and political cir-
cumstances informing the attitudes of writers there, but the aims of such a 
discourse diverged at times from those of their Ottoman Turkish and Arab 
contemporaries as well. The number of newspapers and journals published 
in Cairo, the relative freedom of expression these papers enjoyed for several 
decades, and the availability of other forms of literary expression allow for 
a thorough examination of Japanese images and their particular usage in 
Egyptian thought. Noticeable at first is that Egyptian nationalist writers did 
not embrace an overtly racialized understanding of themselves in the way 
that some of the Turkish nationalist ideologues did, and thus their discussions 
of Japan did not focus upon the Japanese as a biologically defined race of peo-
ple. Second, Egypt had already developed a national consciousness specific to 
Egyptian heritage and geography. Journalists resident in Egypt did not use the 
Japanese trope to formulate identity in the same way that Ottoman Arabs in 
the provinces tended to do, with the exception of some Syrian Arab émigrés 
whose writings will be considered separately from those of Egypt’s national-
ists. In contrast to the Ottoman Arab case, Egyptian nationalists’ writings on 
Japan centered less around identity-building issues that included comparisons 
between Islam as the moral foundation for the Arabs and Shinto-style ances-
tral worship for the Japanese, and more upon Japan’s accomplishments as a 
sovereign nation-state. Many nationalists either compared Egypt to Japan in 
an effort to illustrate Egyptian potential, or else they argued for patterning a 
future Egyptian state after the Japanese model. These Japanese traits included 
the successful assimilation of Eastern culture and Western science, patriotism 
and service to the nation, the education and government systems, and the 
role of the elite national leadership in the modernizing process. 

 In fact, Egypt’s relatively complete sense of nationhood in terms of its peo-
ple and territory caused the discursive imagery about Japan to have rather 
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identifiable main foci: first, the British occupation added an anticolonial dimen-
sion to Egyptian discussions of their relationship with the West, as national-
ists used the Japanese trope in their demands for the British to quit Egypt so 
that Egypt could reach its full nation-state potential. Second, a more nuanced 
examination of Japanese institutions appeared in print that was to point the 
way toward independent Egyptian statehood, through the adoption of similar 
foundations. Subtle differences of opinion manifested among Egypt’s nation-
alists as they articulated their views of Japanese achievements, reflecting the 
debate among themselves over how Egypt should become modern. 

 Egyptian nationalists and Syrian émigrés produced an exhaustive amount of 
composition on Japanese modernity. Because the Ottoman Sultan possessed 
only symbolic suzerainty over the province in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century, and following the British occupation of Egypt in 1882 and subsequent 
British control over the local administration, the restrictive press law fell into 
disuse, allowing the newspaper industry to flourish.  1   As a distant city escaping 
the grip of the Sultan, Cairo played host to numerous Arabic and Ottoman 
newspapers critical of the Empire prior to and after the Young Turks assumed 
power, becoming an exception to the typical smothering of the Arabic press 
in the provinces by the Ottoman authorities in the Hamidian and Young Turk 
eras. As H. Hamilton Fyfe pointed out in his 1911 narrative of British experi-
ence in Egypt, “No city has a more active cafe life than Cairo. . . . Whenever you 
pass a café there are numbers of tarbushes to be seen outside and inside. . . . But 
the mass are reading newspapers and talking politics.”  2   Syrian Christians and 
Muslims who fled the Ottoman Empire to pursue journalistic careers in the 
freer and more economically lucrative atmosphere of Cairo in the late nine-
teenth century spearheaded an early experiment in the Arabic press that even-
tually caught on among local Egyptian nationalists. According to Ayalon,  

  The Syrians were highly visible in the Egyptian press, where they were 
represented more heavily than in any other occupation. By one count, 
about fifteen percent of all the papers established in Egypt between 
1873–1907 were founded by Syrians, although they comprised less than 
a third of one percent of the population in 1907.  3     

 Some of these Syrian journalists moved their publications to Egypt while oth-
ers founded new ones, but it is clear that “the Syrians promptly became a 
catalytic force in the press, as in many other areas of Egyptian life. Educated 
Egyptians, both Muslims and Copts, reacted to the challenge of the Syrian 
example by joining the journalistic field in growing numbers.”  4   Egyptian 
nationalists were deeply influenced by the ideas and actions of Syrian émigrés, 
many of whom published “literary and scientific journals, aimed at enlighten-
ment” and who “played an important role in fostering reading habits among 
the people and training them to assimilate modern knowledge of every kind.”  5   
Syrian Christian and Muslim émigré journalists acted as cultural mediators in 
Egypt, who, despite their disparate orientations toward the West, the British, 
Egypt, and Islam, were loosely linked together by certain common ideas rep-
resented in their discourse on the Japanese example. 
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 What was published here about modern Japan was a means by which to 
most boldly criticize the Ottoman state, or to most vehemently condemn 
the British presence in Egypt and the West’s intrusion into the Islamic world 
more generally. It was from Egypt that the loudest praise was expressed for 
Japanese character and the instruments of modern progress such as education 
and parliamentary government. Such a discourse, however, laid bare the rich 
complexities of Egyptian nationalists, Syrian Christian journalists, and Syrian 
Arab Islamic modernists, most of whom were generally critical of Western 
treatment of peoples in the region, and all of whom expounded upon differ-
ent characteristics of Japan in order to emphasize what they considered neces-
sary to reach modernity. Japan, a Far Eastern ally of Egypt’s British occupiers, 
was their referent, the ideal as they interpreted it.  

  History and Egyptian Identity up to the Twentieth Century 

 Egyptian territorial nationalism and the idea that Egypt was a distinct geo-
graphical, culturally unique nation that had been heir to ancient Pharaonic 
and other civilizations had taken root by the nineteenth century. There was a 
sense among local Egyptians that Egypt had been subject to frequent waves of 
invasion and colonization by foreign elements throughout ancient, medieval, 
and modern history. Starting with Roman, Greek, and Byzantine antiquity, 
subsequent occupiers along the Nile Valley included the conquering Muslim 
armies from Arabia, the later Shi’i Fatimid dynasty, and the famous Muslim 
Ṣalāḥ   ad-Dīn al-Ayyūbī (Saladin, an ethnic Kurd) who settled in Egypt while 
continuing to battle Crusader armies in the Levant. His Ayyubid descendants 
maintained control in Cairo in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries until 
their Turkic military slave commanders assumed the throne and founded the 
Mamluk Sultanate around 1260; with the Ottoman conquest of the Mamluk 
Sultanate in 1517, the Ottomans (yet another Turkish dynasty), absorbed 
Mamluk sovereignty along with the local Egyptian population. 

 The lands of the Nile had been incorporated into the Ottoman state as a 
province vital to the economic well-being and political stability of the Empire. 
In the aftermath of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, the Ottoman 
Albanian official Mehmet ʿAlî was dispatched to Cairo to restore order. In the 
mid-nineteenth century, Mehmet ʿAlî was able to secure political autonomy 
and the right to hereditary governorship of Ottoman Egypt for his descendants, 
the consequences of which shaped Egyptian national identity immeasur-
ably in the twentieth century.  6   Not only did Mehmet ʿAlî‘s radical modern-
ization program advance Egypt as a socioeconomic entity distinct from the 
Ottoman Empire, but the Ottoman ruling elite in Egypt came to consist of 
Turco-Circassian, Armenian, and other non-Egyptian minorities that were suf-
ficiently alienated from the populace to cause Egyptian officer Aḥmad ‘Urābī 
and his native Egyptian military cabal to attempt to overthrow the Khedives 
(the royal “Egyptian” family, Mehmet ʿAlî’s descendants) in 1879.  7   British 
occupation ensued in 1882 after the failed coup, a measure that was initially 
intended as a short-term strategy to stabilize the countryside and protect the 
Suez Canal, but that remained the reality in Egypt until the final departure of 
British forces in 1956. 
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 Consequently, Egyptians had developed a national consciousness quite 
specific to Egyptian heritage and geography that was unlike identity in the 
other Ottoman Arab provinces. Historians attribute “the separate political 
and advanced socioeconomic development of Egypt during the nineteenth 
century” and the British occupation to forming a localized Egyptian identi-
ty.  8   European doctrines of nation-state patriotism attracted the elite sectors 
of Egyptian society interested in the advancement of Egypt.  9   European intel-
lectual influences such as Comtean Positivism (with its progressive, secular 
conceptions of history) and Social Darwinism spread the radical rationalist 
social climate of the day to Egypt.  10   As was typical of most organic nationalist 
movements influenced by European Romanticism, a people’s “natural” bond 
that defined them as a nation required both a clearly delineated antiquity as 
well as a continuity of shared cultural experience from that ancient begin-
ning.  11   The national ethos Egyptian intellectuals derived from the historical 
narrative of repeated alien occupations evolved into one bound up in the local 
peasantry: as the living testament to Egypt’s continuity through the ages, the 
people who had always inhabited Egypt, the tillers of Egyptian soil who came 
to be viewed as the repository of Egyptian national identity. The  fellaheen  
had lived and worked the lands along the Nile; they became a metaphor of 
Egyptian authenticity, a symbol employed by political activists who demanded 
the immediate evacuation of British occupation forces in a bid for Egyptian 
self-determination.  12   True Egyptians were said to be those who spoke an indig-
enous Arabic dialect, not Turkish, French, or English as a native language. Most 
significantly, Pharaonic blood, it was claimed, ran through their veins—as the 
direct descendants of the greatest genius Egypt had ever known, the Pharaohs 
of Egypt, whose sophisticated civilization of previous millennia was physically 
preserved in the enduring structures of the pyramids that towered above the 
Cairo horizon, serving daily to remind Egyptians of their nation’s former glory 
as “the mother of the world” ( umm al-dunya ).  13   For local Egyptians, whose reli-
gious affiliations were either Sunni Muslim (the majority) or Coptic Christian 
(a minority), the Pharaonic past provided a nonsectarian national antiquity, 
which, in combination with the belief in an uninterrupted Egyptian existence 
in the Nile Valley, reached across religious boundaries to produce relative unity 
in and dedication toward the newly conceived modern Egyptian nation. 

 Egyptian national identity at this time was internalized as being distinct 
from Ottoman or Arab, due to the specificity of Egyptian heritage and geo-
graphic location, as well as to the current political crises in which Egypt 
found itself in the late nineteenth century. The British occupation had made 
Ottoman political authority in Egypt obsolete, though Egypt was still consid-
ered an Ottoman province by the Porte.  14   In essence, Egyptian nationalists 
did not face the same dilemma as Ottoman Arabs—that of an inability to 
completely sever the Arabs’ religio-cultural relationship to the Ottoman politi-
cal center. Among Egyptians, the residue of a pan-Islamic connection to the 
Ottoman state remained, though it was little more than a symbolic alternative 
to foreign imperial control that did not contradict territorial Egyptian iden-
tity.  15   Any sense of allegiance to the Ottoman Empire among Egyptians had 
little to do with an affinity for their Arab brethren in Ottoman lands.  16   Egypt 
had been defined as a particular nation within the Ottoman polity but had 
been detached from it by historical experience. 
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 As a response to this British colonial intrusion, some Egyptians expressed 
pro-Ottoman feelings toward the Islamic empire that did not preclude the 
existence of an Egyptian national consciousness. Egyptian nationalist think-
ing as to what would be Egypt’s future political relationship with the Ottoman 
state, however, was quite varied and contestable. Nonetheless, despite dispari-
ties between Egyptian nationalists concerning Egypt’s future position vis-à-vis 
the Ottoman state, there was no discrepancy in the nationalists’ mutual recog-
nition of Egypt as a nation with its own needs and interests.  17   Most Egyptian 
nationalists agreed the British were a foreign occupying power that had to be 
dislodged from Egypt, because evacuation would then facilitate Egypt’s natu-
ral political evolution into a modern nation possessing political and economic 
independence; the Egyptian press frequently reiterated this desire. 

 For  al-Muʽayyad  editor Shaykh ʿAlī Yūsuf, ridding Egypt of Lord Cromer 
was his primary concern. The Ottoman Empire was an Islamic pole around 
which to rally concerning military and diplomatic issues, but allegiance to the 
Khedive ʿAbbās Ḥilmī II as the leader of Egypt was a more imperative cause 
for which to elicit support.  Al-Muʽayyad , which became the most widely read 
Cairene paper at the turn of the century, was among the earliest papers to 
provide a forum for Egyptian nationalists to defend Egypt and Islam against 
Western encroachment, gaining the support of the Khedive in the process.  18   
For the ardent Egyptian nationalist Muṣṭafā Kāmil and his Waṭanī Party, the 
Ottoman Sultan and state were considered capable of liberating Egypt from 
its colonial shackles in a show of pan-Islamic solidarity that would ultimately 
result in independent nationhood. He persistently linked the party platform to 
the Ottoman Empire in his speeches and in  al-Liwāʽ  in order to crystallize anti-
colonial opposition to the British in Egypt.  19   Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid, publisher 
of the rival Umma Party’s  al-Garīda  whose secular nationalist outlook eventu-
ally became the foundation for the later Egyptian Wafdists, was perhaps the 
lone voice of resistance to pro-Ottoman sentiments in pre-First World War –era 
Egypt. For the Umma Party, Egypt’s interests were best served by territorially 
conceived secular nationalism that would include Muslims and Copts in its 
conception and rejected an Islamic connection to the Ottoman Empire as a 
basis for political action.  20   Al-Sayyid demanded that Egypt preserve an inde-
pendent stance both in regard to the British and to the Ottoman Empire.  21   

 Their Egyptian Arab identity already firmly entrenched, the Egyptian 
national, anticolonial struggle was meant to induce a withdrawal of British 
occupying forces who had suppressed Colonel ʿUrābī’s rebellion, exiled its lead-
ers to Ceylon, and assumed control over the administration of Egypt. Several 
international and domestic events buttressed this anticolonial resistance to 
British presence in Egypt, as one British expatriate later recalled: Japan’s dra-
matic victory in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 and the Ottoman-British 
military confrontation over administrative control of the Sinai Peninsula in 
1906 were compounded by the British-Egyptian incident at the village of 
Dinshaway in the same year, which resulted in the controversial execution of 
several Egyptian peasants.  22   

 Nationalists would also demonstrate Egyptian “civility” and readiness for 
independence by determining the state-building measures or societal orga-
nizing principles that were suitable for a new, modern Egypt. The discourse 
produced in their newspapers and journals aimed to dislodge the British 
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occupation, as well as to define the necessary elements of this future nation: 
in particular, a modernized education system and a democratic, constitutional 
governing structure, with all its institutional components—capable leaders, a 
parliament, political parties, a constitution. 

 Such anticolonial movements, a new feature of the world at the turn of 
the twentieth century, tended to resemble one another. Egyptian nationalists, 
like their anti-imperialist counterparts resisting the British in India, espoused 
an ideology of anti-Western, pan-Asian solidarity in an effort to realize self-
determination. British occupation had unintentionally encouraged Egyptians 
to revere Japan’s achievements in much the same way as British-controlled 
India had reacted to Japan’s war victory in 1905.  23   Aspiring to recapture for-
mer Egyptian greatness, this time in the modern era through a new synthesis 
of East and West, the model for Egyptian nationalists (as it was for many 
Indian nationalists), was Meiji Japan.  24   And they anticipated even greater 
achievements for Egypt: geographic proximity to Europe as a North African 
territory on the Mediterranean linked Egypt to the trajectory of Western civi-
lization and thought just as its historic role as a center of Islamic culture and 
learning since the early Arab conquests connected it to the lands and peoples 
of Muslim Asia. Egyptian intellectuals and activists acknowledged Egypt as a 
kind of “eugenic crossroads” between East and West that could reach a new 
level of modern civilization, if given the opportunity. 

  Colonial Triangle: Egyptian Nationalists, British Occupation, and 
Victorious Japan in 1905 

 The triangular relationship between Egyptian nationalists, the British occupa-
tion, and the trope of the Japanese nation (particularly after Japan’s success 
in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905) was steeped in ironies and contradic-
tions. When the Russo-Japanese war broke out in 1904, the Egyptian cabi-
net in Cairo publicized their official policy on combatants in their waters in 
the state newspaper.  25   In contrast to the discretion exhibited by the Egyptian 
administration, however, the nationalist press and the general Egyptian pop-
ulation were overtly jubilant at the prospect of a Japanese victory over the 
Czar’s forces, what it implied for the Ottoman Empire, for the downtrodden 
and colonized peoples of the East, and particularly for Egypt. The Egyptian 
press stimulated mass enthusiasm for Japan with their regular reportage of the 
war. Discourse on Japan appearing in the nationalist newspapers overall had 
a strongly anticolonial and pan-Asian orientation, with authors highlight-
ing Japan’s potential to bring Asians together to resist Western imperialism.  26   
Egyptian nationalist writers used the image of a modern, independent Japan 
to illustrate the potential inherent in Eastern nations to progress if given free-
dom from European colonization. The foundations of Japanese independence 
and patriotism coupled with British occupation of Egypt generated anti-im-
perialist, pan-Asian political consciousness among Egyptians everywhere in a 
fashion ascribed to one daily Arabic newspaper,  Ḍiyāʽ al-Sharq,  but typical of 
most Egyptian papers from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries  : 
“It published news about nations which suffered from [British occupation] 
like Egypt, and at the same time news of awakening nations like Japan was 
published to be a model ( qadwa ) for Egyptians in anticipation of their own 
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renewal.”  27   The most prolific and persistent image in the Egyptian press for 
at least a decade after the Dinshaway Incident, modern Japan represented 
Eastern, anticolonial national strength, and a newfound Great Power status 
that Egyptians naively believed allowed Japan to “benevolently” deliver mod-
ern civilization to the less fortunate, less advanced peoples in Asia. 

 But the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902 had bound the two island nations 
of Britain and Japan together militarily. While British society craved cultural 
“things Japanese,” the British state was ambivalent about growing Japanese 
power in Asia, particularly after their victory over Russia in 1905 opened the 
path to further Japanese imperial acquisitions in Asia that might threaten 
British influence and outposts. The Japanese, meanwhile, newly initiated 
into the world of global conquest, sought utilitarian methods of managing 
their own colonial possessions; in 1911 they had the 1908 two-volume trea-
tise,  Modern Egypt , written by former British civil administrator of Egypt, Lord 
Cromer  , translated into Japanese.  28   Known for his rigid, absolutist adminis-
trative style during his years as governor general of Egypt (1883–1907, when 
he was forced to resign over the Dinshaway affair), this manual was looked 
upon favorably by prominent Japanese officials such as Ōkuma Shibenobu as 
a guide for managing their Korean possession.  29   The  Japan Weekly Mail  out-
lined Japanese views clearly in 1907:

  The leading Japanese journals speak in enthusiastic terms of Lord Cromer 
and the great work he has done in Egypt. They recall the immense dif-
ficulties he had to encounter at the outset of his administration and 
the extraordinary perseverance and patience shown by him in never 
flinching or allowing himself to be discouraged by the attacks directed 
against him and his administration at the outset. It is easy to see that 
these papers have Marquis Itō in their thoughts when they write thus. 
They appreciate that his task in Korea closely resembles that which fell 
to Lord Cromer in Egypt.  30     

 Even the Egyptian press was aware of Marquis Itō’s publicly stated intention 
“to strive to make Korea a second Egypt.”  31   Yet the implications of the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance of 1902 and Japan’s actions in Asia were conveniently set 
aside by Egyptian nationalists who vehemently opposed the British, but who 
simultaneously wrote enthusiastically of Japan achieving Great Power status as 
represented by the very treaty itself.  32   For them, it was the Anglo-French Entente 
Cordiale of 1904 that made Egypt’s bid for independence seem impossible.  33   

 For average Egyptians such as the barber depicted in the following comi-
cal Arabic anecdote written by famous Egyptian littérateur Muṣṭafā Luṭfī 
al-Manfalūtī (1876–1924), the Japanese victory was a newsworthy event that 
came up in daily conversation in Cairo:

  He says some of his friends told him about a man who entered the bar-
bershop of a barber well-known for his nonstop talking, in the days of the 
Russo-Japanese war. The man sat in front of the mirror while the barber 
cut strange shapes in his hair. After he finished, the barber turned to the 
others sitting in the shop and said, as if finishing an earlier conversation, 
‘For the sake of explanation and settling the dispute between us, I drew 
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for you a map of the Russo-Japanese war on the head of the customer. 
Here’s Tokyo, and here’s Port Arthur. And here Russia was defeated! 
And here the Japanese were victorious! And in this line the Russian fleet 
passed! And in this site the two fleets gathered!’ At this point he started 
speaking zealously of the courage of Japan, and he said ‘And on this site 
the Japanese struck Russia decisively, demolishingly!!’ And he hit the 
center of the customer’s head with his hand. The man stood up scream-
ing and howling at his exposed head, and dashed out cursing politics and 
politicians, and Russia and the Japanese, and the whole of humanity.  34     

 Schoolchildren memorized and recited aloud odes written by Egypt’s most 
famous poet of the day, Ḥāfiz Ibrahim, who eulogized the Japanese in works 
such as “Ghādat al-Yābān” [The Japanese Maiden] in which a Japanese woman 
is so dedicated to her nation that she decides to go to the front to battle the 
Russians herself, or “al-Ḥarb al-Rūsīyyā al-Yābānīyya” [The Russo-Japanese War], 
both of which were initially published in the local newspapers and literary jour-
nals.  35   Fāris al-Khūri, a Syrian Protestant lawyer and interpreter for the British 
Consulate in Damascus, penned a lengthy panegyric called  Waqā ‘ i‘a al-Ḥarb  
[Events of the War] in 1904 that was serialized in the pages of Rashīd Riḍā’s 
popular Islamic modernist journal in Cairo,  al-Manār.   36   The Russo-Japanese war 
was the frequent topic of discussion and storytelling at the local coffeehouses 
and reading salons; Ḥasan Efendi Riyād provided Cairo with a form of public 
literary entertainment with his 1903 Egyptian novel titled  al-Fatāt al-Yābānīyya  
[The Japanese Girl], read out loud to benefit the illiterate in the audience. 

 Muṣṭafā Kāmil was among the most vocal of the Egyptian nationalist activ-
ists expressing opposition to British rule. One historian credits him with 
restoring to Egyptians their self-confidence after the failed ʿUrābī revolt and 
occupation, as well as with introducing the religious element of pan-Islamism 
into Egyptian patriotism.  37   Graduating with a French law degree in 1894, 
Kāmil founded a private school in 1898 and publicly called for establishing 
an Egyptian national university in 1900, reflecting the influence of Samuel 
Smiles’s  Self-Help  philosophy upon his own activities.  38   His Waṭanī Party, over 
which he presided until his unexpected death in 1908, officially demanded 
from the British government a constitution, a parliament, and a compulsory 
education system. The British expatriate Fyfe described his contemporary, 
Kāmil, as vehemently anti-British and inspired by Japan:

  Mustapha Pasha Kamel founded the  Lewa  (Standard) to be the newspaper 
organ of his party. It was cleverly edited, and its slashing abuse of every-
thing British soon won it circulation. Yet for a long time the Nationalist 
movement hung fire. . . . In 1906, however . . . events combined to carry 
it forward. The defeat of the Russians, a Western race, by the Japanese, 
an Oriental race, sent a ripple of excitement throughout the East, and 
certainly fanned the flicker of anti-British feeling in Egypt.  39     

 For Kāmil, Japan initially represented the ability of the East not only to with-
stand the European colonial onslaught, but to challenge it on its own terms 
and eventually to emerge victorious over Western imperialism. Newspaper 



Ottoman Egypt Demands Independence   227

articles in  al-Liwā ̔ from 1903 onward frequently emphasized Japan’s conflict 
with Russia in the Far East as part of the larger struggle between East and 
West: events in the Near East were unfolding in a similar manner; the out-
come would determine Eastern nations’ status as independent countries or 
as European colonies in the future.  40   Of particular concern to  al-Liwā ̔  were 
the consequences of this war for the Ottoman Empire, since Russia was their 
traditional enemy (could the Ottoman Empire seize this opportunity to reas-
sert itself in the Balkans?), and for British colonial policy, especially in Egypt. 
Russia was viewed as the aggressor and had prepared for war far in advance; 
Japan, whose imperialist behavior was excused, was understood to have 
merely answered that challenge in an act of self-defense, all the while abiding 
by international law.  41   

 Muṣṭafā Kāmil himself keenly understood the deceptive and contradictory 
game of international politics, but overriding those considerations was ulti-
mately the pan-Asian recognition that Egypt and Egyptians were obligated 
to identify with a larger Eastern world. His newspaper rallied to the cry of 
“Asia for the Asians.”  42   The British, he wrote, obviously encouraged Egyptians 
to support their ally, Japan, in defeating Russia, Britain’s colonial rival in 
Asia. Yet the bigger picture demanded that Egyptians show solidarity with 
Japan despite its relationship with Britain because “a victory for Japan is a vic-
tory for the Yellow Race,” which included not only seventy million Chinese 
Muslims, but eventually (in pan-Islamic, pan-Asian terms), the Muslims of 
India, Turkestan, Afghanistan, and Persia, all of whom would embark on a 
path toward modern civilization that could soon challenge Western hegemo-
ny.  43   According to  al-Liwāʽ , Japan was Europe’s complete equal in strength 
and modern progress.  44   Japan had overcome ignorance and oppression in its 
own lands and was now capable of affecting this worldwide by reversing the 
attacks of the “White Race” upon Asians in what Kāmil called a “revolution” 
based upon the “solidarity of the Yellow Race.”  45   Japan was Asia’s teacher both 
in the tangible skills of successful military technology, commerce, and agricul-
ture, and in the abstract lessons of proper education and patriotism, both of 
which he hoped would reach the Near East.  46   He felt Japan to be such a useful 
historical analogy that he published a book,  The Rising Sun , in 1904, which 
one scholar describes this way:

  Since Japan had been victorious over Russia in the year 1905, it was con-
sidered . . . a strong blow to colonialism. It gave new life to the hope of 
Eastern peoples to be able to achieve their independence . . . prompting 
Muṣṭafā Kāmil to write a book by the name of  Bilād al-Shams al-Mushriqa  
in which he presented to his citizens a lesson of hope in breaking the 
furious waves of imperialism.  47     

 Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905, Kāmil argued, was that of truth, justice, 
progress, and patriotism over absolutism and injustice, as well as a lesson for 
the East in perseverance, action, and unity, which could overcome Western 
colonialism,  48   since “ . . . a European power had been defeated by an emergent 
Asiatic power, Japan,” an event which not only “ . . . heightened general anti-
European sentiment, it also suggested to the Egyptians that their political 
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salvation lay in a national revival, reform and constitutional government.  49   
In a speech delivered at the Zizenia Theater in Alexandria in 1904, Kāmil used 
the image of a patriotic and progressive Japan to encourage his audience to 
strive in the same manner for Egypt to reclaim its past glory.  50     

  Egypt the Nation, Japanese Uniqueness 

 Egyptians tended to agree in their representations of the Eastern country that 
Japanese nation-state accomplishments were illustrative tools to wrest inde-
pendence from occupiers, and foremost among these was the emphasis on 
national strength emanating from a firm sense of identity. As early as 1899, 
Qāsim Amīn had noted Japan’s sense of self-confidence that led it to resist 
colonization, to modernize fully, and to be able to compete on the world 
stage. He wrote in his famous 1899 treatise  Taḥrīr al-Mar’a  on the liberation of 
women, how Japan had cast aside all its outmoded customs and rapidly risen 
to the level of the great powers:

  We saw in the century a wondrous event which I consider unique in his-
tory. We saw a nation completely disown its customs and abolish its cer-
emonies and abandon its [political] organizations and its laws and cast 
them behind its back. It severed every connection between it and its past 
except what was connected with the interest of the people. Then it exerted 
great effort and it built new structures in place of the ancient ones, and it 
was not even half a century until it constructed a beautiful monument of 
the finest that modern civilization could offer. It was roused from sleep; it 
unleashed war and it felt itself gaining vitality, moving in its depths, pas-
sionate, strong and youthful blood: This is the Japanese nation which is 
considered today among the ranks of the civilized nations after it defeated 
in a number of days the vast state of China, which was only because of 
[China] having been enamored by its own past.  51     

 The Arabs, he continued, must select from the customs of their ancestors 
( salaf ) what was appropriate for their modernity.  52   

 Japan’s national consciousness, Egyptian writers observed, was based on a 
distinct past as well as on the intense patriotism and dedication of its citizens 
to serving the nation.  53   Kāmil’s monograph  The Rising Sun  extolled Japanese 
traits of noble-minded energy and self-confidence, courage, perseverance, self-
sacrifice and self-dignity, virtues that foreign domination and tyrannical lead-
ership suppressed, as he claimed had happened in Egypt. Japanese students 
were industrious, while Egyptians were lazy and indolent, he wrote; compar-
ing Japan to Egypt was like comparing England’s ally to the “prey between 
its teeth,” that one was fighting Russia while the other was shackled, with its 
people divided among themselves. It was comparing “ . . . the advanced to the 
backward; the ruling and the ruled; the hunter and the hunted . . . the rising 
sun and the sun which has set!”   54   Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid’s Umma Party paper 
 al-Garīda  claimed Japan had “awakened from its ancient slumber” through its 
“people’s resolute determination and zeal.”  55   These traits generated patriotic 
behavior, created the nation-state, and sustained it through the dedication and 
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self-sacrifice of the individual for the greater goal: the welfare of the nation. 
Patriotic behavior had a variety of components that ultimately resulted in 
service in the nation’s best interest. For Japan, knowledge, invention, ances-
tral reverence, loyalty to the Emperor as the personification of the homeland, 
and samurai morality caused Japanese soldiers to die honorably and bravely 
for their country in the war against Russia, using the most modern military 
equipment and techniques.  56   

 Japanese patriotic sensibilities were believed to have established two main 
principles as the modern foundations of the nation-state that made military 
victories possible in the first place: unity of the nation’s will, and the duty to 
pursue scientific knowledge for the public good. The call for unity like that of 
the Japan was reiterated in Cairo, where the rift between Muslims and Copts 
was of concern to nationalists. The Coptic Christians in Egypt, anxious about 
their integration into a future Egyptian nation-state, connected themselves to 
the larger Muslim population through a shared sense of Eastern and Egyptian 
national culture and an overarching unity that disregarded religious differ-
ences.  57    Al-Liwā ̔  cleverly compared Japanese homogeneity with the Ottoman 
Empire’s problematic multiplicity of ethnicities, religions, and languages 
under the banner of the crescent, rather than highlighting divisions within 
Egyptian society so clearly.  58   Pointing to Japanese unity with one another 
and with the Emperor as a source of strength for the nation, Muṣṭafā Kāmil 
appealed to “Ottoman Christians” to unite under the Ottoman standard as a 
patriotic act to regain the empire’s former glory.  59   

 The Ottoman Empire’s problems seemed obvious to several journalists: first, 
Ottoman heterogeneity caused religious sectarianism that Japan did not experi-
ence; second, Japanese unity was oriented around the throne of the Mikadō in 
an exchange of trust with the nation. The Emperor, possessing love for Japan 
and enlightenment, did not act in his own self-interest, or in that of foreign 
states, so that the people dedicated themselves to his service.  60   In contrast, all 
reforms and resistance were directed personally at the Ottoman Sultan, caus-
ing divisiveness in Ottoman society and allowing foreign powers to intrigue at 
the empire’s expense.  61   Only the exercise of genuine patriotism, or resorting to 
logic and knowledge of the true welfare of the Ottoman state, could repair the 
trust between ruler and ruled and save the empire from destruction.  62   

 Kāmil’s Waṭanī Party had construed the Egyptian nation as possessing a 
unique heritage, Ottoman based, yet locally Egyptian, abstract, anticolonial, 
and merely in need of self-reliance and determination, as had been demon-
strated by Japan. Just as the Japanese fulfilled their patriotic duty to the home-
land through progress, victory in war, and unity centered around the Emperor, 
the Egyptian nation would begin theirs by a united, unwavering struggle 
against the British. “To do what Japan did,” Kāmil declared in a speech in 1907, 
“relying upon its own energy, demanding life and dominion from its efforts, 
striving not from support of state and sponsorship of an Islamic government,” 
this was incumbent upon his Egyptian compatriots if they were ever to gain 
independence.  63   Kāmil found such national spirit to be inspiring, writing in a 
letter to Juliette Adam years earlier that “ . . . I am infatuated with patriots and I 
find in this [Japanese] nation the most beautiful example of patriotism!!”  64   

 The ideas disseminated by al-Sayyid’s  al-Garīda  reflected the more specific 
nation-state orientation of its party and were presented in a less provocative, 



230   Ottomans Imagining Japan

less rhetorical style. The Umma Party mouthpiece tended to concentrate 
its attention more strongly upon Japanese patriotism as an expression of a 
unified national will to absorb and adopt science, an obligation that would 
eventually lead Egypt to independent nationhood. Pondering why it was that 
“when Japan adopts Western civilization it progresses; Egypt tries and falls 
apart,”  65   writers linked what they called the true patriotism of the Japanese 
and their love of homeland that was inseparable from daily life, to the trans-
formation of science into action.  66   Like Kāmil,  al-Garīda ’s nationalist writers 
alleged that patriotism was a consequence of the Japanese people’s relation-
ship to the governing house of the imperial family: the extreme unity gener-
ated by this connection and devotion to the Emperor prevailed over foreign 
enemies. More significant for them, however, was its egalitarian effect upon 
society, so that Japanese integrity, moderation, and good conduct tempered 
with a reverence for ancestors stimulated an equal acquisition of science and 
technology among all members of society and produced refined progress.  67   
Individuals were incorporated into Japanese society in a way that subordi-
nated personal interest to the welfare of the nation as a natural duty;  68   their 
firm resolve was applied to obtaining modern knowledge because “a nation is 
only that because of science,” otherwise its destiny is ignorance.  69   

 According to  al-Garīda , the pursuit of universal science combined the “spirit 
of Japan” with the “knowledge of the West” in an assimilative process whereby 
Japan merely adopted what suited them from European countries and then 
adapted these attributes to their own deeply rooted, indigenous civilization.  70   
Writers for  al-Muʽayyad  agreed, pointing out how the Japanese intensely pre-
served indigenous customs while adopting European principles appropriate 
for the Japanese lifestyle,  71   so that “ . . . no European state was capable of set-
ting in motion the Japanese political movement in the most perfect way like 
Japan’s administration did for itself.” Japan had combined the best of East and 
West to a point that “Europe could not help this state in its war because it is 
such a truly great new nation.”  72   

 Nationalists argued that carefully combining Egyptian cultural character 
with modern Western learning as Japan had done was a national responsibil-
ity that would lead to a higher level of civilization in Egypt through assimi-
lation.  73   Japan had accomplished in forty years what it took Europe four 
centuries to achieve, not by blind imitation of Western culture and civili-
zation, but by a thorough understanding of reform and modern progress.  74   
Consequently, Japan now represented a morally, culturally, and technologi-
cally superior Eastern nation. Egypt could follow Japan’s lead in borrowing 
the proper knowledge from the West because Egypt was geographically close 
enough to Europe, its native identity had been solidly established, and some 
even believed that it was Mehmet ʿAlî’s Egypt which first inspired the Japanese 
to send students to Europe to learn Western methods; Egypt could surpass its 
East Asian “mentor” and prove its capabilities once again.  75    

  Egypt the State: Japanese Trope of Institutions and Elites 

 Despite the disparity of their parties’ ideological orientations, Egyptian national-
ists such as Muṣṭafā Kāmil, Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid, and others made demands of 
their British colonial overlords beyond mere independence. Arguing that their 
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own social and political nation-state development had closely followed the 
Japanese example, they now sought similar institutions for Egypt. They linked 
patriotic action to several fundamental tools of nation-state necessary for Egypt 
to reach modernity: a progressive, compulsory education system, representa-
tive, constitutional government, and an elite class of intellectuals and officials 
to implement reform from above (Syrian émigrés’ views often coincided with 
these). Japan had cultivated the latter to develop and institutionalize the for-
mer.  76   Sending missions to Europe to study government organization and scien-
tific advances every year had led to the establishment of schools in Japan that 
generated great statesmen for the future who comprehended modernization 
strategies as much as they understood the needs of the people.  77   Japan’s Emperor 
and statesmen had successfully modernized country and society through the 
processes of education and parliamentary administration. The Japanese Emperor 
himself had appointed the war hero, General Nogi, as a teacher in an elemen-
tary school in order that he indoctrinate students in their duties to the nation.  78   
Egypt needed only to follow suit. After casting aside impractical ancient tra-
ditions and embracing knowledge of the West, the outward signs of progress 
in Japan were expansion of the number of schools and colleges, a flourishing 
press, and technological advances like railroads and electricity in the country-
side. Japanese people were very intelligent, and were inclined towards the arts 
of agriculture and now commerce; it was the firm resolve of the government 
to carry out the education of its people by founding scientific, industrial, and 
agricultural educational facilities.  79   Unlike Japan, argued  al-Garīda , Egypt did 
not possess a patriotic, compulsory education system that was unified in pur-
pose at the elementary, secondary, and higher levels among the many branches 
and teachers; its schools did not aim at cultivating an interest in arts and sci-
ences among the students as a way to serve an Egyptian sovereign and nation.  80   
Instead, Egyptians merely learned the general sciences in foreign schools with-
out the proper sense of patriotism that would guide their use of this knowledge. 
To follow in Japanese footsteps, all Egyptians had to benefit where they could 
from European teachers while preserving a patriotic spirit of unity in action: 
functioning as members of a larger Egyptian body, each was to do his or her 
duty to help that body develop and grow through the pursuit of education.  81   

 These concepts were not new to Egypt. Bureaucrats serving in the Egyptian 
Khedive’s ministries prior to and during the British occupation viewed educa-
tion and the discipline it spawned as the difference between European progress 
and Egyptian backwardness. Schooling was part of a wider political process 
because it prepared Egyptians to perform their civil functions with speed and 
precision.  82   For those Egyptian elites influenced by Emile Durkheim, Samuel 
Smiles, and Gustave Le Bon, education would organize and renew the mind 
of the Egyptian citizen to secure the welfare of the nation just as the Egyptian 
countryside was being technologically modernized because where progress was 
concerned, the moral order was no less important than the material order.  83   
For Egyptians adhering to Smiles’s philosophy, the nation was equivalent to 
the aggregate character of its men; the new elite coming out of the educa-
tional system, according to Le Bon, would “constitute the true incarnation 
of the race,” those Egyptians who would guide the nation toward progress, 
and of course who would initiate and manage the constitutional, parliamen-
tary processes that guaranteed societal order and national interest.  84   The most 
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dangerous thing to a polity, according to proponents of this elitist attitude of 
national tutelage, was a disloyal or traitorous official, or a biased administra-
tion, that would lead the country down a false path toward modernity.  85   Japan 
epitomized the relationships between individuals’ active, disciplined mentali-
ties and the nation’s strength and progress.  86   

 For Kāmil’s Waṭanī Party, Japan’s universal education system was the key 
to its strength because it inculcated powerful national morals resulting in an 
almost religious sense of unity of purpose to sacrifice in the service of the 
homeland and nation.  87   Kāmil reminded those who read his book  The Rising 
Sun  that the Japanese had long been concerned with the upbringing of their 
citizenry. Education in Japan now improved upon moral character, assisted the 
state in implementing constitutional government, and guaranteed freedom, 
equality, and the nation’s sovereignty.  88   Through the pursuit of science as an 
obligation cultivated by “patriotic education,” Japan had defeated tyranny at 
home and imperialism abroad. The comparative lack of national schools in 
Egypt and other Eastern, Muslim and non-Muslim countries corresponded to 
how inadequate Egypt was in bringing about a British evacuation.  89   

  Al-Garīda  linked national education, moral character, ancestral heritage, 
and patriotism in Japan in a slightly different manner. The Japanese Ministry 
of Public Instruction was said to have reintroduced the teaching of moral, 
Confucian values and ancestral reverence (including devotion to the Emperor) 
after these principles had been prohibited previously; ethical upbringing had 
recreated a new spirit in Japan, in the mold of the old, yet modernized for 
today’s nation-state.  90   Loyal devotion to the ancestors created a kind of foun-
dation for Japan’s modern political authority. Citizens behaved with integrity 
toward one another while striving for perfection in all scientific endeav-
ors for the sake of the public interest and the nation’s welfare. These citi-
zens respected the constitution and obeyed the law.  91   The Japanese Imperial 
Rescript on Education, propagated in all secondary schools and public events 
perpetuated the ancient throne, making citizens worthy of and united with 
their Japanese forefathers.  92   The Japanese educational system was reformed 
to indoctrinate patriotic behavior so that the most modern training provided 
would be utilized in the nation’s best interest; it was extended to women in 
Japanese society as well, as a contributing sector of the population.  93   

 Japan had enjoyed a constitutional monarchy and parliament since 1889 
that Egyptian nationalists envied as both a tool of nation-state development 
and as a manifestation of freedom and modern civilization.  94   The reestablish-
ment of a true constitutional system in Egypt that reflected the wishes of the 
Egyptian people was demanded by nationalists who employed the Japanese 
example to argue their point while they alleged that the British occupation 
had derailed the democratic process.  95    Al-Liwā ̔  called the Russo-Japanese War 
the “War of the Constitution” in 1904, describing Japan as a country of free-
dom where no one feared government oppression or tyranny carried out by 
the Mikadō; progress was said to be made possible by the constitution.  96   Japan’s 
defeat of Russia, claimed  al-Garīda , had kindled the flames of constitutionalism 
first among the Russians themselves (referring to the 1905 Revolution there); 
Japanese success had extended this social philosophy further, to Iran, whose 
constitutional demands were well known, to Afghan princes, and to India.  97   
The Ottoman Empire had not yet achieved true constitutional government 
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because it was still not completely unified, it was not free of Western inter-
ference, there were still palace intrigues, and generally freedom of ideas was 
only a myth in the empire due to the continually repressive mind-set of the 
Sultan.  98   Nonetheless, there was hope that “Japan would spread the light of 
freedom to Egypt.”  99   

 Some Egyptian nationalists pointed out that constitutional law was neces-
sary for the East if it wanted to eradicate exploitative European Capitulatory 
privileges as the norm of international relations.  Al-Garīda  explained in 
1907 that Japan had been able to rid itself of its unequal arrangements with 
European powers in the 1890s because there was no place for Capitulations 
in a nation with European-style laws. The paper claimed Nūbār Pasha had 
attempted to follow Japan’s example with his reform platform in Egypt.  100   The 
Waṭanī Party paper  al-ʿĀlam  also reminded readers that Japanese private prop-
erty was now protected against foreign acquisition through legal means.  101   
 Al-Balāgh al-Miṣrī  described Japan’s “constitutional revolution” as not just a 
blow to absolutist government, but as a concerted effort on the part of the 
majority of Japanese citizens to overthrow a weak Shogunate that could not 
oust foreigners from its borders nor preserve the integrity of the country.  102   

 The prevailing attitude that reform had to be initiated from above, how-
ever, and that monarchy remained an acceptable form of government, pro-
vided it was accompanied by constitutionalism, still existed in the minds of 
most Egyptian nationalists. Japan showed Muṣṭafā Kāmil what was possible 
when competent, educated people ran the government and made the correct 
decisions: “This progressive patriotism appeared in its most distinct and most 
beautiful form the day the Mikadō formed his systematic government, and 
the nobility, the tax-farm landlords, and the samurai saw that their country’s 
interest required the cessation of divisions which existed between the classes 
of people.”  103   A later Waṭanī Party mouthpiece,  al-Shaʿb , also reported on the 
enlightened Emperor, the Mikadō, granting the Japanese people a constitu-
tion.  104   Kāmil was one of the first to propagate the notion that the Japanese 
political model was actually superior to any European one, for “ . . . the Mikadō 
did not violate the wishes of his people a single time; constitutional monarchs 
in Europe scarcely follow the will of the nation like this.”  105    Al-Balāgh al-Miṣrī  
explicated Japanese political development as a cooperative effort between a 
just and logical Emperor and the people whom he allowed to participate in 
government through the elective process; the people were themselves the 
ones who restored the enlightened Emperor to his position.  106   This system 
was based on the German model, the newspaper argued, and created a govern-
ment that served the people’s needs. It was the only means to guarantee the 
eradication of oppression and the facilitation of progress.  107   

  Al-Garīda  provided in-depth analysis of the Japanese political system and 
what Egypt could learn from it. “Between Cairo and Tokyo,” a four-part series 
published in February 1908, connected patriotism, the emergence of politi-
cal parties, constitutional monarchy, and education together in an elaborate 
scheme that was to instruct Egyptians in the political potential of their nation. 
Determined not to “publish whatever they please about Japan,” the author 
claimed to possess the true secrets behind Japan’s dramatic success in the world: 
first and foremost, “the nation’s interest above all others” dictated the actions 
of all individuals and parties; general education was geared toward obtaining 
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this objective without regard for individuals or other groups.  108   When Japan’s 
political parties adopted ideas from European parties, they maintained the 
principle that an individual did not demand political power, but remained 
committed to devotion to the Emperor. Political parties addressed vital issues 
and abstained from the personal goals of their leaders.  109   Japan’s political par-
ties debated the issues to determine the nation’s best interest and how to carry 
out procedures for this purpose; once decided, they acted in unison for the 
nation’s well-being. All parties operated to support the government, demon-
strating a true understanding of constitutionalism. By contrast, Egypt’s politi-
cal parties were still in a fledgling state, having been influenced by political 
domination, international treaties, and an occupation that created a particular 
foreign policy not resembling that of a country in and of itself.  110   In addition, 
Egyptian political parties were only concerned with special interests and not 
with general welfare. As long as these parties were unwilling to sacrifice their 
needs for those of the nation, the homeland would be endangered. The author 
recommended that Egypt note the propensity of Japan’s political parties to 
tend to the most vital issues of state: for Egypt, these consisted of support for 
the Khedival throne, recognition of Egypt’s sovereignty, a preservation of cur-
rent treaties, and the demand for administrative independence.  111   

 How should political parties determine vital national issues according to 
 al-Garīda  writer Yūsuf al-Bustānī? Education should provide Egyptians with the 
skills necessary to discern the most important concerns of state.  112   Education 
would fashion responsible officials from among the most capable citizens to 
carry out this task. In Japan the patriotic spirit of education was transferred 
to political party behavior; students in school first learned their rights and 
responsibilities and then exercised them through political parties and the par-
liamentary process. “Patriotic spirit” was defined as “a natural result of the 
relationship between ruler and ruled” in the country. The nation felt the right 
and the political power granted by the Mikadō (without riot or war) because 
of the love of the people for the Emperor. All citizens felt in their souls that 
sovereignty lay with the Emperor, as the embodiment of national defense 
and all that was possible for the nation to achieve militarily, economically, 
commercially, agriculturally, and diplomatically. Education and political par-
ties were merely the outward manifestations of this sentiment.  113   Japanese 
political parties made service in the Emperor’s name their primary focus, and 
since the Japanese possessed a constitutional spirit, the Emperor was able to 
relinquish political power in favor of the exercise of rights of the nation.  114   
“What is constitutionalism except the nation enjoying its natural rights?” the 
author pondered before reminding his audience that there was “no political 
power without the nation; without the exercise of power and rights, there is 
no nation.”  115   Whoever demanded a constitution for the nation must teach 
its citizenry that this was the source of sovereignty. Egypt had not yet fully 
developed a constitutional spirit that permeated society, imparting a sense of 
the nation’s rights and ultimately causing material growth and progress.  116   

 Modern Japan and its progressive institutions continued to be viewed in 
Egypt as exemplary after 1910. In addition to the discourse on Japanese state 
and society that continued to manifest in the Egyptian press, various mili-
tary personnel, journalists, and members of the Khedive’s family personally 
journeyed to East Asia to decipher the “Secret of Japan’s Progress” (the title 
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of one subsequent monograph).  117   The start of the First World War and the 
British declaration of Egypt’s status as a protectorate interrupted the national-
ists’ focus on purely nation-state issues for a time; a noticeable shift toward 
pro-Ottomanism coupled with hopes of the Central Powers’ victory in the war 
to rid Egypt of British occupation became of primary concern.  118   Nonetheless, 
Egypt continued to regard Japan as a nation-state to emulate throughout the 
1920s, during its Easternism movement.  119   When Egyptian nationalists needed 
to draw a distinction between Eastern capabilities and Western colonial domi-
nance to plead their case for independence in the post–First World War era, 
Japan served as the definitive example of Asian possibility, without alienating 
Egyptians who despised reforms resembling Western imitation. Japan proved 
the non-West’s ability to assimilate knowledge without losing its Eastern cul-
tural orientation; Egypt could follow suit, reforming and modernizing educa-
tion, government, industries, and the minds of its people in order to compete 
in the twentieth-century nation-state system.  

  Syrian Christian Émigrés: Refuge in Cairo 

 Images of the Japanese nation were generated by some Lebanese and Syrian 
émigrés in Cairo, many of whom (but not all) were Christian journalists who 
had fled intercommunal strife, economic hardship, Ottoman restrictions on 
freedom of expression in the Arab provinces,  120   or the hostility of the Syrian 
Protestant College’s administration toward Darwin’s ideas that were popu-
lar among its students.  121   Following the ʿUrābī rebellion and subsequent for-
eign occupation, these Syrians were at times disliked and distrusted by local 
Egyptians for their economic gains and participation in the state adminis-
tration in Cairo. As a minority within Egyptian society under British rule, 
they represent another vantage point from which the Japanese example was 
observed and constructed in Egyptian consciousness. Syrian émigré journal-
ists frequently employed Japan in their discussions of how to attain moder-
nity through the proper assimilation of East and West. 

 Yaʿqūb Ṣarrūf and Fāris Nimr, publishers of the Arabic scientific monthly 
 al-Muqtaṭaf  and former instructors from the Syrian Protestant College in 
Beirut, illustrate that “the crucial role in cultural change is often played by a 
marginal group within the dominant community, but, of course, not alien to 
it.”  122   Syrian émigrés such as these served as cultural mediators in Egypt: Syrian 
Christians educated in missionary schools created a discursive link between 
Islamic and Egyptian notions of civilization, and European ones, by arguing 
for the synthesis of Eastern morality and culture with Western science and 
technology. As such, they claimed that the Japanese example demonstrated 
the need for secularization and scientific knowledge as the basis of a new iden-
tity to unify the populace. Syrian Christian intellectuals saw themselves as the 
intermediaries between East and West that would facilitate these new prin-
ciples, and for many of them the distinction between Occident and Orient 
was less pronounced.  123   They understood Eastern modernity to be a cultural 
synthesis combining material and spiritual aspects of both civilizations rather 
than any kind of ontological reversal of a civilizational hierarchy. 

 Syrian Arab Christians’ assimilationist views bridged Islamic and Egyptian 
heritages with European civilization, though they still assumed themselves to 
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be part of the Ottoman Empire and/or the Egyptian nation, both descendants of 
earlier Arabo-Islamic civilization. Unlike the Balkan Christians of the Ottoman 
Empire, they did not perceive themselves as full participants in the Western 
Christian tradition. What these writers described as the fundamental consider-
ations for reaching modernity varied, but they too often shared in disseminating 
a form of Darwinian scientific rationalism acquired from Spencer and Le Bon’s 
theories of social evolution and racial hierarchy to explain the rise and fall of 
nations. Both Christians and Muslims shared in emphasizing the past greatness 
of the Arabs in combination with the adoption of Western forms of knowledge; 
their division lay mainly in clashing viewpoints concerning the role of religion 
in future Arab identity. For the Christians, religion had become an obstacle to 
achieving Arab unity, and had to be relinquished in favor of a new, rational 
secularism. Islam was merely one element of an Arab past that contributed to 
scientific formulation of a modern Arab ethos. Syrian Christians heralded what 
they considered to be Japan’s casting off religious tradition, replacing it with 
the quest for modern science. Syrian Muslims looked to Japan as the example 
of how to retain their native character while modernizing, citing Japan’s main-
tenance of indigenous morality and religious practice as the foundations upon 
which to develop into a powerful, modern, Eastern society. 

 Clear divisions had become visible in the Arabic press by 1895, whether 
among Christians themselves, between Christians and Muslims, or between 
Syrians and Egyptians. The pro-British publishers of the scientific magazine 
 al-Muqtaṭaf , Ya’qūb Ṣarrūf, Fāris Nimr, and Shāhin Makāryos, started publish-
ing a controversial political daily in 1889 called  al-Muqaṭṭam  as a response 
to the Christian Salīm Taqlā’s Francophile, pro-Khedive/pro-Ottoman Sultan 
 al-Ahrām.   124   The pro-British ideas expressed in  al-Muqaṭṭam  eventually drew 
enough criticism to initiate publication of  al-Muʽayyad.   125    Al-Muʽayyad  perse-
vered in its pan-Islamic, anti-British stance and engaged in fierce exchanges 
with  al-Muqaṭṭam , making itself amenable to the Islamic modernist ideas of 
the Syrian Muslim émigré Shaykh Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā’ in his  al-Manār . 
The Lebanese Christian Jūrjī Zaydān encouraged a rapprochement between 
Muslim reformists and secular modernists in his scientific, literary journal 
 al-Hilāl  by celebrating Arabo-Islamic heritage as the basis for a modern Arab-
Egyptian community in a way that did not alienate Muslims as Ṣarrūf and Nimr 
had.  126   Another Christian émigré, the Lebanese Greek Orthodox Faraḥ Anṭūn, 
seemed to be at odds with both Christians and Muslims, and he propounded 
radical Ottoman-Socialist ideas in his  al-Jāmiʿa al-ʿUthmānīyya  (or  al-Jāmiʿa ). 
Anṭūn criticized  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s editors as enterprising Syrian Christians who 
merely clung to British policy in Egypt because of its profitability for them.  127   
His demand for national loyalty among citizens did not center around a spe-
cific Arab identity because he viewed the military prowess of the Turks and 
the culture of the Persians to have been just as integral to the survival of 
the Islamic  umma  for centuries, thus alienating Arabist ideologues with his 
views.  128   Despite having come to Cairo with his Muslim friend Rashīd Riḍā’, 
Anṭūn inflamed even the most flexible Islamic modernists: he questioned the 
feasibility of applying Islamic principles to the operation of a modern state, 
he rejected separatist (Arab) nationalism for a secular Ottomanist ideology 
that would be based on complete equality between religious and ethnic sects, 
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and he viewed representative government as the highest political authority 
(independent of any spiritual constraints).  129   

 Nonetheless, despite the vastly different viewpoints of these journalists, all 
utilized Japan to make their arguments for the future of Ottoman and Egyptian 
Arab society. The Japanese nation was an understood referent from which they 
could all depart into their respective discourses on what was the proper path 
to modernity. Implicit in their representations of Japan was the existence of 
an overarching identification with the East that transgressed other boundaries 
between communal groups, whether Syrian or Egyptian, Christian or Muslim. 
As one writer suggested in 1907, “the Arabs are pleased with all that has been 
written about Japan on account of it being an Eastern country, which entitles 
them to follow in its footsteps.”  130   

 Yaʿqūb Ṣarrūf and Fāris Nimr had moved to Cairo in 1884 to restart their 
journal  al-Muqtaṭaf , the training ground for other intellectuals to perfect 
their writing skills before moving on to publish their own journals and 
newspapers.  131   Ṣarrūf and Nimr’s quest to disseminate scientific knowledge 
obtained the world over led them to examine Japan’s achievements in tech-
nology, industry, medicine, education, and other areas.  132   They believed that 
Europeans had no monopoly on civilization, but merely chose to promote 
rational science through education and government support for industry, 
thus fostering perseverance among their people. Ṣarrūf and Nimr argued that 
the East, and particularly the Arabs, by virtue of their past glories and sophis-
ticated civilization, were destined to excel at science if permitted access to the 
same education and training as Europeans. The Arabs were perfectly suited for 
the same progress, provided they selectively borrowed the necessary attributes 
of Western civilization.  133   Furthermore, it was necessary not to adopt merely 
superficial appearances of Western civilization, but to generate new attitudes 
and values in Arab society, just as Japan had done.  134   

 Nadia Farag, in her study of the influence of Victorian philosophy on Arabic 
thought, describes Ṣarrūf and Nimr as having two main principles represented 
by Japan, one scientific, the other economic: first, scientific knowledge was to 
be the new unifying principle behind their conception of a national Arab iden-
tity. The secularization of Arab society and state was necessary for a progressive 
movement because religion was no longer a unifying force in the modern era, 
but an antiquated, counterproductive, and divisive agent that hindered social 
evolution.  135   Japan had relegated religion to its proper sphere, as philosophers 
such as Locke and Spencer had advocated, so that the Japanese were able to unite 
in purpose, assimilate Western civilization, and modernize both nation and gov-
erning apparatus accordingly.  136   The Arabs had to learn this lesson in spiritual-
intellectual independence from Japan in order to succeed in the same fashion. 

 But the editorial opinions of Ṣarrūf and Nimr on science and secularism 
sometimes came under fire from their readers. In November of 1897, a reader 
from al-Fayyūm posited the question, “What is the reason for Japan’s progress, 
considering that it is far from the centers of European civilization and from 
European countries?” to which the journalists responded,  

  It seems to us the greatest reason is that the religion of the Japanese does 
not separate them from the Europeans and does not prevent them from 
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acquiring Western civilization and European practices. (We say that, 
not viewing Western civilization as preferable to Eastern civilization nor 
vice versa).  137     

 The next issue of  al-Muqtaṭaf  carried an indictment of their ideas by a Muslim 
resident of Zagāzīg who challenged them to explicate what he ultimately per-
ceived as an attack upon Islam.  138   The editors of  al-Muqtaṭaf  defended their 
position with a reply that very cautiously addressed their critic’s allegations 
without ever reproaching Islam directly:

  The absurdity of hiding our meaning to you, sir, was no less so than your 
finding our answer to the [original] question to be absurd, especially 
because you embraced our ideas in your response when you said “a lack 
of existence of anything impeding this strength.” For example, China 
strove with all its might prior to Japan to acquire the methods of Western 
prosperity, but in it was something blocking this strength, thwarting its 
efforts. The king of Siam and his men exerted an effort. . . . to acquire 
the means to Western civilization but the thing which obstructed the 
Chinese blocked [the Siamese] from it. The Brahmins of India . . . also 
aspired to that, but the thing which impeded the Chinese and the 
Siamese hinders [the Brahmins] from acquiring Western civilizational 
practices. And this thing is religious zeal or religious inclination or a 
prevailing religious ardor that separates them from the Europeans and 
prevents them from obtaining Western civilization and practices.  139     

  Al-Muqtaṭaf  reminded Luṭfī and other readers that they were not censuring 
religious zeal, that they had explicitly stated no civilization was better than 
another, and that they had stipulated this precisely because of their aware-
ness that it was a highly controversial matter. In fact, they reiterated, they did 
not believe Western civilization was preferable in every manner. Eastern prac-
tice was often nearer to perfection, and more suitable for present conditions. 
Nonetheless,  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s writers maintained the belief that “religion has the 
most powerful influence over the human soul, especially in the East where the 
sentiments of Easterners are very strong compared to those of others,”  140   and 
that ultimately religion had to be managed so that a nation could, like Japan, 
assimilate the proper aspects of Western civilization unhindered.  141   While 
Ṣarrūf and Nimr argued that they were not singling out any one religion as 
impeding a nation’s progress, they were clearly in fundamental disagreement 
with many of their readers over the place of religion in a modern state. Later 
articles in  al-Muqtaṭaf  on Japan’s evolution into a modern state accommo-
dated critics to say that Japanese religion fostered a particular morality (based 
upon respecting ancestors) that was conducive to progress by encouraging 
dedication and resoluteness while not standing in the way of association with 
the West.  142   

 Faraḥ Anṭūn espoused similar ideas about secularism and the need for toler-
ance in any future Arab-Ottoman society, although in discussing Japan he 
generally expressed more fervent concern about Western economic exploita-
tion. For Ṣarrūf and Nimr, European culture and civilization was a comfortable, 
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familiar realm; for Anṭūn, the West was more alien and imposing and as an 
Eastern Christian, he attempted to distance himself from its missionaries.  143   In 
fact Anṭūn considered calling his magazine  The Eastern Community  rather than 
 The Ottoman Community , although he quickly realized the futility of attempt-
ing to successfully unite a diverse East against Western colonial penetration.  144   
Japan represented a challenge to European imperialism: as one of the Eastern 
nations (along with the Ottoman Empire and Ethiopia), Japan “ . . . holds its 
head high with pride and power because it has cut the snares or evaded the 
danger of falling in them by its shrewdness.”  145   A socialist who subscribed 
to Social Darwinism, Anṭūn praised Japan’s pursuit of education because he 
believed it preserved Japan’s economic independence and made the Eastern 
country a strong competitor with Europe in the world market.  146   

 Anṭūn shared this economic perspective with  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s founders. This was 
the second principle in their outlook demonstrated by Japanese experience, 
Farag explains, and a message intended for both Easterners and Westerners: to 
expose European economic exploitation in all its forms, illustrating the dire 
need for economic independence among Middle Easterners.  147   Japan’s ability 
to withstand foreign domination, they wrote, had been contingent upon its 
national unity and intellectual independence. This led to a national self-re-
generation through education, the provision for constitutional government, 
and a system of law that resulted in modernization, and ultimately, in a revi-
sion of unfair commercial treaties when it was powerful enough to do so, in 
order to protect Japan’s emerging industries.  148   Japanese economic indepen-
dence now guaranteed political sovereignty, and until Egypt could become 
financially autonomous, there would be no British evacuation. 

 Themes of Japanese unity of purpose in the pursuit of secular rationalism 
and economic independence appeared in  al-Muqtaṭaf  as early as the 1880s, 
when for example a list of books written in Japan on every subject between 
1880 and 1881 was published to demonstrate Japan’s scientific awakening 
and enlightenment,  149   or when, in answer to a reader’s query on what were 
the foundations of Japan’s progress and how the government facilitated it, the 
journal responded,  

  The Japanese people are immensely industrious, to the point that their 
fields are a parable in the mastery of agriculture. Their country is rich 
with mines of precious metals like gold, silver, and copper. Their gov-
ernment now increasingly concerns itself with spreading knowledge, so 
it built in its lands primary and secondary schools, it dispatched five 
hundred of its promising youths to Europe and America to study, it bore 
the cost of translating many scientific books into Japanese, and hence 
appears the basis of its progress.  150     

 Between 1886 and 1912, approximately twenty-two articles appeared in 
 al-Muqtaṭaf  that pertained to “science in Japan” or the “progress of Japan” and 
about twelve articles appeared that discussed education and schools in Japan. 
Typically, these articles pointed out how Japan had abandoned its traditional 
practices, embraced Western science, sent students to Europe and America 
to study, and upon their return, these Japanese patriot-scholars enriched 
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the country through their newly acquired knowledge and skills, whether in 
developing manufacturing and textile industries, building schools, railroads, 
and ships, providing electricity for the country, or making advances in the 
field of medicine.  151   By 1900 Japan had replaced its foreign teachers with 
Japanese nationals because “Japan’s sons verge on Europeans in determina-
tion, industriousness and proficiency in the arts and sciences.”  152   Japan had 
entered the realm of the European powers as an equal, yet Eastern nation, and 
it claimed parity with the West openly.  153   Unfortunately, the “Progress of the 
Japanese” stood in stark contrast to the backwardness of Egypt at the 1889 
Paris Exhibition.  154   

 Japan’s rational application of science resulted in a modern, compulsory 
educational system and a constitutional, parliamentary government that 
permitted the functioning of political parties, objectives that represented a 
modernized nation for Ṣarrūf, Nimr, and their fellow Christian and Muslim 
journalists.  155   These elements were symbiotic in their relationship: education 
generated capable statesmen, stimulated the awakening of the Japanese peo-
ple, and steered the nation on the path of progress.  156   A democratic system 
provided for the proper reforms (social, political, and economic) to be car-
ried out by the Emperor, parliament, and his cabinet of dedicated ministers; 
in the interest of the country, the Japanese government efficiently provided 
schooling for its peasantry, its taxation practices were fair, and commerce 
expanded.  157   The education system intertwined Japanese ancestral reverence 
with practical studies to instill indigenous values in the Japanese youth. The 
end result of this synthesis was that Japanese schooling raised a generation of 
well-educated, patriotic citizens who loved their homeland, who were loyal 
to the Emperor and devoted to their parents, and who recognized that plac-
ing service in the nation’s interest over personal gain upheld the traditions 
of their ancestors.  158   The Japanese Emperor and the Ministry of Education 
paid careful attention to all the schools, universities, and curricula across 
the countryside;  159   the Japanese state, aware of the utility of the educational 
system, reportedly did not lessen spending on education during the Russo-
Japanese War despite the massive fiscal burden.  160   The government’s finan-
cial participation in and protection of Japanese industries also led to further 
growth and security against European exploitation.  161   

 Eventually political and economic independence was viewed as what had 
allowed Japan to develop its army and naval capacities to a degree that over-
whelmed Russia in 1905. The development and execution of Japan’s supe-
rior military might became the subject of many articles in  al-Muqtaṭaf  and 
 al-Muqaṭṭam  written between 1903 and 1906.  162   The war had come to symbol-
ize a tangible victory for East over West and the beginning of a reversal in 
the fortunes of Asia: Japan was now included among the Great Powers not by 
virtue of its religion or race, said  al-Muqaṭṭam , but because of its patriotism, 
self-reliance, and the acquisition of all things proper and beneficial to support 
freedom, justice, and uprightness in judgment in its lands.  163   Japan exported 
progress to China through visiting student missions to Tokyo.  164   

 For Fāris Nimr and Yaʿqūb Ṣarrūf, who had personally assimilated Western 
learning they had acquired in missionary schools with the Arabo-Islamic her-
itage of their surrounding environment, neither territorial nationalism nor 



Ottoman Egypt Demands Independence   241

religion could be the basis of society: modern, scientific progress was the only 
solution. Unity for them emerged in the East as a shared sense of decline and 
the desire to arise from it, to enter modernity, and to reclaim the glory of the 
past, through each individual’s actions to elevate him or herself.  165    Al-Muqtaṭaf  
lamented the fact that past achievements of the Ottoman Empire had vastly 
outnumbered and surpassed those of pre-modern Japan, yet due to Japan’s 
embrace of rational science and the support of an enlightened Emperor, 
“ . . . the Japanese army, navy, the Japanese constitution and Japanese educa-
tion have all become models to which Europeans look with wonder . . . like 
they used to follow in the footsteps of the Arabs when Arab lands were more 
advanced than Europe.”  166   Assimilation of Eastern heritage with Western sci-
ence could restore the power balance between Orient and Occident back to its 
original form, with the East, as represented by Japan, as superior to Europe. 
Even the West was now looking to Japan as the superior model of progress.  167   
Japan had shown that it was possible to reach this exceptional level, and it was 
the standard to which other Easterners aspired. Unfortunately for the Middle 
East, argued  al-Muqtaṭaf  in 1916,  

  When the Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress undertook the 
reinstatement of parliament without bloodshed, it appeared that we 
obtained what we had hoped for and that a state had arisen in the Near 
East like Japan in the Far East. This belief remained firmly affixed to our 
souls to the point of blotting out the deeds of this Committee, being in 
a perpetual state of egoism and arrogance, [believing] it did not commit 
any reprehensible acts.  168     

 But, he went on, “the Arabs now arose and their objective is to restore the 
glory of their ancestors and construct a mighty Arab state; we see that we are 
reinstituting some of what we have mentioned previously about Japan for the 
purpose of guiding them in the means of establishing this state and reclaim-
ing that glory.”  169   Remorseful that “the Turks disappointed our faith in them 
although we considered them nearer than the Japanese to progressing along 
the lines of a constitutional state,” the closing statements of this article are 
a nationalistic justification for the Arab Revolt in 1916: the writer ponders 
whether the Arabs will achieve complete independence and will establish “a 
mighty constitutional Arab state in the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, and Iraq,” 
and if this state will include the lands of Egypt, for “the glory of the Arabs 
must be reclaimed by it; without that, there will be political and social obsta-
cles and we will not be empowered to surmount them.”  170   Islamic modernists 
could embrace  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s position concerning the renovation of a mighty 
Arab state, particularly in remembering the contributions of the Arabs to high 
civilization, but they would not similarly preclude the role of Islam as a unify-
ing, identifying force in the formation of Arab modernity. 

 In contrast to  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s position as tacitly accepting British overlordship 
in their scheme for achieving Egyptian modernity, the Syrian Greek Catholic 
brothers Salīm and Bishāra Taqlā who published the Arabic newspaper  al-Ahrām  
[The Pyramids] increasingly adopted a pro-French, anti-British stance after the 
1882 occupation, despite their overall concern for delivering news rather than 
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political ideology.  171   In 1880  al-Ahrām  noted that a nation could only rid itself 
of oppression and adopt principles of natural law by propagating a spirit of 
patriotism in its people that would result in the establishment of a parliament, 
a process Japan had initiated.  172   Its youth had studied abroad, returned to 
disseminate knowledge among the Japanese, and have since been able to con-
trol their relationship with Europe, although there were still difficulties with 
European powers over their refusal to relinquish unfair Capitulatory privileges 
and unwillingness to accept Japanese judiciary rulings.  173   

  Al-Ahrām  kept the Egyptian public up-to-date on events through cabled 
information on the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars; news coverage 
of Japan allowed their political orientations to seep through in expressions 
of frustration over British imperialism in general and the occupation in par-
ticular that ingratiated them to Egyptian nationalists.  Al-Ahrām ’s early aware-
ness of Japanese colonial designs on Korea and the significance of Japan’s 
war with Russia, a French ally, on international politics were overshadowed 
by the paper’s optimism for the awakening of a powerful Eastern nation like 
Japan and its apparent civilizing mission in Asia.  174   Japanese progress defeated 
China’s backwardness in 1894 and put fear into the states of Europe by dem-
onstrating Eastern potential to achieve.  175   In addition, said  al-Ahrām , “ . . . we 
view Japan’s success and its victory as a service to the East in general and 
to Egypt in particular because the Far East will have grave consequences for 
European policy, forcing states to prohibit the Suez Canal from falling into the 
hands of a single state.”  176   In 1895 Japan seemed to be challenging European, 
and especially British hegemony despite Japan’s alliance with Britain from 
1902, and it did not quell their enthusiasm.  177   

 Like Ṣarrūf and Nimr, the Taqlā brothers reiterated the importance of Japan 
assimilating Western learning in order to achieve modern progress, particu-
larly principles of liberty and the inalienable rights of man that would lead to 
the establishment of a constitutional regime.  178   Most importantly, wrote one 
writer,  

  That . . . which links together the Japanese nation [is] justice on its soil and 
the strengthening of its forces in its country. It advanced and adopted 
progress until in a short time it hit the apex of civilization, refinement, 
prosperity, might, glory and political power. It seems to me that now it 
has become a missionary to nations of the East and a preacher to us.  179     

 “The Backwardness of Egypt and the Progress of Japan” issued a plea for 
increased attention to education and schools because science was the true key 
to civilizational advancement, as the Japanese had proved; their government 
had recognized this necessity long ago.  180   Because Egypt had no proper rulers 
and no constitution, another article called “Nation with No Government” 
surmised, Egypt had been left behind while nations like Japan advanced.  181   

 Jūrjī Zaydān, the Syrian Greek Orthodox Christian émigré to Cairo, enjoyed 
the tremendous success of his scientific, literary monthly review  al-Hilāl  in 
large part because he appealed to a broader audience than did  al-Muqtaṭaf . He 
advocated not the natural sciences, but Arabo-Islamic values as the unifying 
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principle behind a modern Arab identity enabling assimilation of contempo-
rary cultural forms. Concerned with human interaction, Zaydān engaged in 
studies of ethics, the social sciences, and the language, literature, and heritage 
of the Arabs.  182   Discourse on Japan propagated in  al-Hilāl  reflected his par-
ticular ideological orientation and his attempt to decipher from the Japanese 
experience a similar pattern for future Arab modernity. For Zaydān, Japan’s 
experience would not support the outright demand for secularization that 
 al-Muqtaṭaf  expressed, but its opposite: melding Eastern morality and culture 
(including religious practices) with Western science and technology. 

 In his journal Zaydān concentrated upon Japan’s indigenous cultural tra-
dition, the evolution of that heritage in the modern era, and the results of 
Japan’s interactions with European states as a trope of successful choices to be 
copied by the Arabs. His position was amenable to Islamic modernist reform-
ers. Progress in the modern era was spiritual-cultural as well as material in 
his view, and the Japanese nation had remained faithful to its Eastern moral-
ity, religion, and traditions of the past.  183   According to Zaydān, indigenous 
Eastern values were inculcated in Japanese schoolchildren and provided the 
most secure foundation for a modern nation:

  [The Japanese] do not learn any religious issues but the children are raised 
on honor, integrity, loyalty, love of homeland, respect for parents, keep-
ing promises to friends, knowing [one’s] duty, and  self-reliance . . . vir-
tues which raised them to the level of the Great Powers—and we need 
teachers to bring up our children on these virtues more than we need 
someone to teach them science and philosophy.  184     

 Pondering Japan’s achievements, he made a comparison with Islamic civiliza-
tion that surely appealed to his readers:

  We do not refrain from taking the Japanese as a model and we are 
pleased by . . . their patriotism and we urge our nation to follow their 
example . . . by what they showed in the way of unity and far-reaching 
aims. . . . People find the sudden appearance of these virtues strange 
and they start searching for a reason for that swift success, just like 
they looked at the speed of the Islamic conquests with the inception 
of Islam. . . . As for the Japanese . . . the reason for their sudden awaken-
ing . . . appears to be what is within themselves in terms of self-respect, 
patriotism, and the spirit of unity; they were not concerned with what 
they expended or endured for the sake of their independence and the 
defense of their country.  185     

 Faithfulness to one’s indigenous heritage while absorbing the appropriate 
aspects of Western society was the fundamental step to reaching modernity. 
The Japanese Emperor demonstrated this in his pursuit of scholarly endeavors. 
He was an enlightened monarch, the repository of Japanese ancestry, who had 
high-ranking Meiji statesmen surrounding him who understood the necessary 
balance between culture and modernity, such as Itō Hirobumi who,  
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   . . . in terms of his character . . . is an example to every Easterner—whether 
a man of politics or science, or for any individual . . . with his desire to 
acquire principles of modern civilization, to emulate advanced [peoples’] 
refinement, and to attract his fellow countrymen to its acquisition [yet] 
he did not accept Frankish custom or behavior . . . he is an example for 
people in our midst whom we see adopting Frankish custom and exag-
gerating [it] more than its masters. That is somewhat inconsistent with 
Eastern culture.  186     

 Another important element in Japan’s progress, wrote Zaydān, was the “love 
of the king for his citizenry and the love of the subject for the king.”  187    Al-Hilāl  
considered the Japanese Emperor to be an active participant in “a great revolu-
tion in their government and their country without spilling much blood” who 
“ . . . formed a constitutional government, an elected Chamber of Deputies, 
and he appointed a Senate.”  188   Such reciprocal loyalty enabled the nation to 
carry out modernization projects. 

 Zaydān more strongly emphasized Arabo-Islamic cultural heritage as the 
foundation upon which modernity should be built, but he concurred with 
 al-Muqtaṭaf ’s editors in his desire for universal, compulsory education, a constitu-
tional and parliamentary administration, and modernizing reforms as the goals 
of an Arab-Egyptian state.  189   He passionately wrote of following Japan’s path 
and instituting a system of compulsory education, which “ . . . increases military, 
administrative, political and commercial capabilities and makes it approach civ-
ilization and progress.”  190   The results of Japanese education and constitutional-
ism were clearly visible, domestically and internationally, through a modern 
military that proved itself superior to Russian armed forces.  191   In fact,  

  [The Japanese] precede the nations of Europe (except England) in educat-
ing their sons and they have more students than Germany, Austria, France, 
and Italy. So do you find their obtaining a constitution strange?. . . . If you 
know the ranking of this nation in terms of education, you see it . . . did 
that with slow deliberateness and calmness and did not . . . get confused 
or beg for help like  we  did. Some among us . . . demand that we obtain a 
constitution like [theirs], but . . . [Japanese] education is seven times more 
progressive than ours. . . . It is no surprise [Japan] obtained a constitution. 
It is no wonder that it defeated Russia in its last war; Russia is the weakest 
of the European nations in terms of education.  192     

 Egypt ought to take note of Japan’s education policy regarding women too, 
suggested  al-Hilāl , since no nation could truly progress without advancing the 
educational level of its female population.  193   Zaydān believed Japan’s legacy 
for Egypt was to show them the way to reclaim their glorious past, through 
education and the achievement of modern civilization.  194    

  Syrian Muslim Émigrés: Islam and Nationalism 

 Syrian Muslim émigrés also reinforced the potential for reconciliation of 
Eastern and European civilizations by emphasizing the congruence between 
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Islam and Western learning. Comtean Positivism and Social Darwinism 
affected Islamic modernists like Muḥammad ʿAbduh, who associated with 
other Egyptians and Syrian émigrés and shaped their attitudes toward renew-
ing Islam and adopting Western civilization. In essence, “ . . . Abduh’s concern 
for religious reform underlined a conflict in the Egyptian mind which began 
in the 1870s: the response of Muslims to Western civilization, particularly 
European thought and culture.”  195   

 But unlike the Christians Ṣarrūf and Nimr and their endorsement of secu-
larism as the basis of national renovation, and perhaps more similar to the 
Christian Jūrjī Zaydān’s Arabo-Islamic orientation, Syrian Muslims tended to 
reconcile Islam and Western science in an Islamic modernist doctrine that 
denied the rejection of a religious foundation upon which to build a mod-
ern community. For them, Islam was an inseparable aspect of Arab identity 
from which to derive a unifying ideology; it was the spiritual and moral 
guide to choosing the proper aspects of modern civilization without exces-
sive Westernization. Coinciding with this, respect for the ways of the Arabs’ 
Islamic ancestors culminated in the  salafī  movement, which served as the 
basis for proto-nationalist Arabism among intellectuals. Syrian Muslim émi-
grés who supported Islamic modernism, Arabism, and salafīsm assisted in the 
eventual formulation of Egyptian nationalist ideology and connected them-
selves in this manner to the movement. They frequently sided with Egyptians 
in their anticolonial, pan-Islamic polemics against the British that appeared 
in the press. 

 Syrian Shaykh Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā’ could be thought of as the third link 
in an epistemological chain of Islamic modernists that began with al-Afghānī 
and Muḥammad ʿAbduh. Having become proficient in Islamic studies and 
Arabic language after a sojourn in a Qurʽānic school in Lebanon, Rashīd Riḍā’ 
was also exposed to the study of modern sciences and French while a student 
in an Ottoman state lycée.  196   Moving to Cairo in 1897, Riḍā’ developed close 
ties with Young Turk exiles there such as Abdullah Cevdet, and he belonged 
to the Ottoman Consultative Society ( Jamʿīat al-Shūrā al-ʿUthmānīyya ). Once 
he commenced publishing his monthly Islamic modernist journal  al-Manār  in 
1898, the paper propagated their Ottomanist, anti-Hamidian, anti-European 
imperialist ideas despite supporting the concept of a caliphal state.  197   

 Riḍā’, like his predecessors, found it necessary to ponder the reasons for 
the current backwardness of Islamic society. Hourani summed up his ideas as 
follows: religious truth was related to worldly prosperity, and Muslim civiliza-
tion would only flourish when genuine Islam was practiced and the Qurʽān 
and the traditions of the Prophet were observed; the  umma  had thrived until 
Muslims had lost their true religion, which was accomplished in part thanks 
to bad political rulers who did not respect the unity of God nor did they uti-
lize the principle of consultation in matters of state.  198   A return to the ways 
and unchanging Islamic traditions of the Arabs’ ancestors ( salaf ) must pre-
cede the adoption of any elements of modern civilization from the West in 
order to rectify this situation. Riḍā’, like al-Afghānī and ʿAbduh, attempted to 
liberate technical knowledge and skill from culture in an attempt to univer-
salize them.  199   For Riḍā’, the moral habits and intellectual principles of the 
society in question would determine success or failure of a people to reach 
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modernity, and since Islam could provide for these, there was no inherent 
conflict between Islam and the acquisition of modern civilization.  200   To go 
one step further, Islam itself would dictate what aspects of Western civiliza-
tion were necessary and appropriate for Muslim society. 

 For Muslims such as Riḍā’, the religion of Islam was the guiding force in 
achieving proper progress for Arab society. The current ontological frame-
work placing Muslims in an inferior position to Europe was due to a corrupt 
understanding of Islam; once Islamic spirituality was corrected, assimilation 
of Western science and ultimately a reversal of fortune for the Islamic world 
would be complete. Rashīd Riḍā’ argued that Islam and modern civilization 
shared three fundamental characteristics that could be understood in contem-
porary terms. First, both required a level of activity, or positive effort ( jihād  in 
Islamic tradition). Europeans had abandoned their religion and replaced it with 
nationalism, or an intense dynamism to sacrifice for the nation.  201   Second, a 
sense of “nation” was common to both, although they might be based on dif-
ferent things. For Muslims, unity and loyalty to a nation stemmed from their 
single community of believers, their  umma , that was founded upon a shared 
history, culture, law, rights, and responsibilities; Arabic was the primary lan-
guage of this experience and would bind Muslims together. And third, Islam 
and modern civilization were grounded in truth, whether it be the integrity of 
 salafī  traditions or the precision of science and technology, neither of which 
were mutually exclusive. The authority of an Islamic nation emanated from 
God, however, and there would be no separation of religion and state. Because 
human relations had not been fully provided for through Islamic texts, main-
tained Riḍā’, human reason would have to prevail in managing the affairs of 
the community. This meant the leader of the Muslim nation, while acting on 
behalf of the community’s interest, would require a process of consultation 
from religious authorities in order to produce a body of governing law ( qānūn ) 
that would be appropriately subordinated to the  Sharīʿa  (Islamic law). Riḍā’ 
had in mind, wrote Hourani, a sort of ulamāʽ in a parliamentary system com-
mensurate with modern constitutional practices.  202   

 In other words, Rashīd Riḍā’s Islamic modernist doctrine relied upon the 
premise that the Islamic religion would play an integral role in the execution 
of political authority in an Arab Muslim state, and could be successfully com-
bined with the necessary aspects of Western science and learning to reach a 
higher level of civilization. His views were in complete opposition to Ṣarrūf 
and Nimr’s demand to separate spiritual and temporal authority, to relegate 
religion to its proper place, and to develop a nation purely on the basis of 
secular, scientific rationalism. Riḍā’ believed Islam inspired a state based on 
justice and law that could guarantee rights and equality to non-Muslims; a 
secular state, he countered, was founded not on morality but on a natural 
solidarity that had the predisposition to discriminate against those who did 
not belong, thus engendering division and conflict.  203   

 Riḍā’ propagated his conceptions of Islamic modernism and Arabism for 
readers in Egypt and beyond in  al-Manār , frequently referring to Japan’s suc-
cessful assimilation of Western forms of modernity into an Eastern cultural 
base to underscore his arguments. Within his Islamic modernist ideological 
framework, Riḍā’ could still concur with  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s editors in advocating 
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the Japanese nation as an example of proper Eastern modernity. His discourse 
on Japan, however, posed a particular problem for him that is evident when 
surveying  al-Manār  from 1898 through roughly 1918. Riḍā’ was, like the edi-
tors of  al-Muqtaṭaf , concerned with Western economic exploitation. For this 
reason he presumed that necessity required Muslims to build their economic 
life upon certain Western principles in order to counter colonization.  204   He 
viewed Japan as the Eastern nation that had cast off the shackles of European 
domination and now challenged the West at its own game.  205   “The nation 
recent in its creation, judicious in its determination and consideration,” Riḍā’ 
wrote,  

  that liberated itself from Europe’s avarice and yoke of oppression is the 
Japanese nation. . . . It drew back the veil of ignorance . . . and coupled 
knowledge and action. . . . It acquired from Europe its beneficial technol-
ogy and refinements and rejected its filth and shameful vices. . . . It is 
called the England of the East, it is like the states of Europe, warding off 
harm and aspiring toward general welfare.  206     

 Riḍā’, like other journalists, thought the Ottoman Empire should take note 
of Japan’s ability to withstand the Western imperialist onslaught. He praised 
rejection of antiquated Japanese practices and the rapid modernization of the 
country according to the needs of society.  207   

 But the dilemma for Riḍā’ arose when he tried to dissect how the Japanese, 
not only a non-Muslim people but a pagan one, had managed to succeed 
without Islam to properly guide them. Japan contradicted his Islamic modern-
ist philosophy of statehood. Riḍā’s discourse shifted from an initial neglect or 
dismissal of Japan’s achievements as merely a material illusion in some earlier 
articles, to boastful pride in their undeniable yet surprising victory over Russia 
in 1905. Before 1900 Riḍā’ danced around the issue of Japan’s pagan character 
in  al-Manār  while refuting the notions that nations only evolved out of natu-
ral cunning and that religion concealed progress.  208   In 1904 he claimed that 
while Japan was a scientifically advanced Asian nation that watched over itself 
and the East, its connections of patriotism were stronger than religious bonds, 
which the Japanese considered to be harmful in this world and useless for 
the Afterlife.  209   Neglecting religious sentiment had prevented equality; social 
inequality was rampant in Japan, he wrote, precisely because there was no 
guiding religion such as Islam through which to filter civilizational importa-
tions from the outside.  210   

 When Japan emerged victorious over Russia in 1905 however, Riḍā’ was 
forced to firmly recognize the Japanese as an example of an Eastern nation par 
excellence. He attributed their massive success to more neutral and ambiguous 
aspects of their cultural character such as their “strength of spirit,” their intel-
ligence, and their “lofty morality by reason of securing their independence.”  211   
Riḍā’ embraced Japan as a progressive Eastern country, representative of jus-
tice and knowledge, that was able to defeat Western tyranny and oppression 
as embodied in Czarist Russia.   212   Cursing Turks and Egyptians for endorsing 
the blind imitation of Europe in all matters as a way to advance the nation, he 
reminded readers that assuming that this had been Japan’s modus operandi 
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was a mistake: the Japanese had succeeded because they were acting in com-
plete unity with one another; this unity stood in stark contrast to Egyptian 
chaos. “We must be a single nation, a single connection must bind us, some 
of us tied to others until all classes and clans among us sense it,” he wrote, 
so that “each individual is as though a member of the greater body, having a 
single life.”  213   

 By 1905 Riḍā’ had solved the overarching dilemma contradicting his appeal 
for Islam as the basis of a future Muslim polity—that the Japanese lacked a 
religious (and particularly Islamic) foundation. He adopted the widespread, 
if far-fetched, proposition that the Japanese had become enlightened and at 
any moment were going to convert to Islam, making their superior Eastern 
modernity complete. The Japanese, Riḍā’ wrote, had shown their progress in 
science and politics, they had discarded their paganism, and they searched 
for a new religion to guide them that had led them to contact the Ottoman 
Sultan Abdülhamid II in his capacity as the leader of Muslims.  214   The Japanese 
were now ready to accept Islam in accordance with their knowledge, civi-
lization, and strength, he reiterated, because in their devotion to political, 
financial, and social endeavors, or in consideration of their nation’s welfare, 
they needed only a logical religious foundation from which to embark upon 
a path of successful competition with other nations in the field of progress.  215   
Japan had concluded that Islam was a religion compatible with science and 
civilization, but there was no one to teach them. Riḍā’ implored the pious 
among his readers to travel to Japan to tutor the new Asian converts properly, 
without sectarianism, in the tenets of Islam.  216   Pondering what this meant for 
Ottoman and Egyptian Muslims, Riḍā’ claimed that enthusiasm for Japan’s 
conversion to Islam demonstrated a sense of connection to a larger Muslim 
community that transcended linguistic and political boundaries, so that “the 
Islamic bond is still stronger than the patriotic ( waṭanīyya ) one to which the 
ignorant have been summoned to do misdeeds.”  217   

 Riḍā’ seemed to have sincerely believed the Japanese were going to con-
vert, or at least he convinced himself of it to resolve in his mind the issue of 
a successful, non-Muslim, Eastern nation. The Conference of Religions held 
in Tokyo in 1906 encouraged his optimism for this conversion.  218   It was per-
haps around 1908 that Riḍā’ recognized Japanese complicity in spreading this 
myth, for he disenchantedly wrote in “Islam and Modern Civilization: Are 
They in Accord?” that “Japan is a nation that has nothing more than superfi-
cial civilization.”  219   But Rashīd Riḍā’ was still hopeful for Japanese conversion 
in 1910, thanks to the efforts of Egyptian officer Aḥmad Faḍlī and the Indian 
Muḥammad Barakatullah in Tokyo.  220   In 1911 he repeated how splendid it 
would be were the Japanese to convert to Islam, as a bulwark against European 
colonialism.  221   On the eve of the First World War, Riḍā’s discourse on Japan 
still decidedly reflected a strong pan-Asianist tendency.  222   

 Whether the views of Syrian Christian and Muslim journalists in Cairo were 
firmly opposed to one another when defining the role of religion in future 
society or paralleled one another when discussing the need for education, par-
liamentary constitutionalism, and modern science as objectives of a new state, 
they all deployed the Japanese historical analogy to formulate their arguments 
and to legitimate them in the eyes of the Egyptian reading public. Japan 
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conjured a sense of affiliation, an association with a larger “Eastern” world 
that transcended other religious, cultural, and ideological borders. Solidarity 
with the East was a sensation common to reader and writer alike. Japan sym-
bolized successful Eastern modernity even when it contradicted the ideologi-
cal rhetoric of the individual writers. For  al-Muqtaṭaf ’s editors who demanded 
a secular political authority and resistance to economic exploitation, they por-
trayed Japan as a nation that had rid itself of ancient rituals even as the Shintō 
religion was crystallizing as the official doctrine of the Meiji state, to which all 
Japanese nationals were subject either in the school system or in the constitu-
tion. For Ṣarrūf and Nimr as well as for  al-Ahrām ’s Francophile publishers and 
even for the Socialist Faraḥ Anṭūn, Japan’s colonialist activities in Asia were 
generally conveniently overlooked (they wrote instead of Japan delivering 
civilization to a backward East) for the sake of argument while they pondered 
the assets and liabilities of the British occupation in Egypt. As Syrian Christian 
minorities within a larger Egyptian, Muslim society, connecting theoretical 
propositions to the example of Japan served to justify their place within a 
future Egyptian-Arab polity to those in a more secure position. They would 
not be viewed as Syrian and Christian émigrés in Egypt if it followed in Japan’s 
footsteps, but as fellow citizens, modern, educated, and equal under the law. 

 For Syrian Muslim Rashīd Riḍā’, the issue of inclusion into a future Egyptian-
Arab nation was not as great a concern. He was on good terms with Egyptian 
founder of  al-Mu ̔ ayyad  ʿAlī Yūsuf, who he felt was of sound judgment and 
good character; he did not feel the same about Muṣṭafā Kāmil and his Waṭanī 
party associates, perhaps due to their more secular, Egyptian nationalist lean-
ings.  223   Riḍā’s objective was to elicit support from his audience for preserving 
the place of Islam in political and in daily life. He initially ignored Japan’s 
non-Muslim status before eventually putting faith in the conversion of the 
country when writing of Japanese achievements, in order to place the Eastern 
nation properly within his framework of Islamic modernism. Japan’s modern 
awakening had widespread appeal and could not be denied by any writer; 
Riḍā’ had to acknowledge Japan in his writings as did Christian writers. In both 
cases, for those caught in the power imbalance, whether as Eastern Christians 
or as Muslims against the politically and/or intellectually dominant Christian 
West, Japan challenged the current arrangement that relegated the East to an 
eternally inferior status. Egyptian nationalists, Syrian émigrés, Christian, or 
Muslim, for all of them the British occupation was the political and economic 
center from which they demanded recognition. Japan, in a Chatterjeean 
“moment of departure,” reclaimed the Orient’s past and advanced boldly into 
a modern, Eastern future, pointing the way for Egypt and its Arabs. Japan 
reversed the global ontological framework, and at the same time, provided 
literary leverage for the anticolonial Egyptian nationalist movement opposing 
foreign occupation. 

 There was tremendous optimism expressed by journalists, political activists, 
and intellectuals in Egypt around the turn of the twentieth century concern-
ing the future of the Islamic world generally and of an independent nation 
of Egypt in particular. These individuals interpreted Japan as a trope of non-
Western modernity that could unseat Western hegemony and domestic politi-
cal occupations to liberate peoples of the East everywhere and guide them in 
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the quest to become modern. The ideological differences in the predispositions 
of Egyptian, Syrian Christian, and Syrian Muslim journalists in Egypt were at 
times very subtle, but could be discerned more readily by looking at their atti-
tudes toward modern Japan. It is apparent from a reading of their ideas that 
overall, provision for a modern, universal, compulsory education system was 
seen at this time as the key that could unlock a nation’s inherent power, that 
could generate modern institutions, and could guarantee the nation’s pros-
perity and independence. Representative government, as the highest form of 
political organization, would certainly ensue as a consequence of education; 
a constitution and parliament would be buttressed by a class of learned elites 
and political parties, both of which would act in accordance with the needs of 
the populace. But from this point, writers would differ in their views of how 
to attain these goals. Muṣṭafā Kāmil’s Waṭanī Party, so vocal in its  anti-British, 
anticolonial tone, desired Egyptians to rise up against their overlords and 
would enlist the assistance of the Ottoman state whenever it could help their 
cause, while seemingly believing the rest of the new Egyptian nations’ needs 
would fall into place after ousting the British. Al-Sayyid’s Umma Party wanted 
neither British nor Ottoman tutelage, but rather Egyptian national unity and 
dedication to establishing the tools of state as Japan had done. While both 
parties idealized Japanese strength of character and patriotism, neither group 
spent much time defining the details of how to assimilate Eastern culture and 
Western knowledge, perhaps because, as educated Egyptians themselves, the 
process of assimilation had already occurred in their upbringing and was not 
seen as a tremendously formidable obstacle to Egypt’s progress, or an unfa-
miliar path. 

 As a minority in Egypt, Syrian émigrés sometimes shared a similar perspec-
tive with the nationalists about Egypt’s needs and at other times, disagreed 
with them and with each other in ways that are reflected in the discourse 
on Japan. Both Syrian Christians and Muslims appear to have maintained 
their connections to the larger Arab whole in a way not wholly shared by 
Egyptians whose particularistic Egyptian national identity permeated their 
writings. Syrian Christians tended to be more willing to embrace the idea of 
the West providing the secular, scientific principles that were the only feasible 
foundations undergirding a modern nation; some were radical secularists who 
viewed religion as nothing but a hindrance, an obstacle to progress. Others 
like Zaydān regarded religion as the Arabo-Islamic heritage and history that 
could bind both Christian and Muslim Arabs together to form a nation. Syrian 
Muslims were more apt to understand their identity as Arabs through their 
deep connection to Islam, much as their Arab brethren in Ottoman provinces 
did. For them, Islam’s role in modern society as a faith and a moral compass 
was imperative, in order to secure the proper form of modernity for Muslims 
in Egypt and elsewhere. Modern Japan was shaped and molded to fit their 
ideas of nation—and statehood, however they saw fit to portray their model.  
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 Conclusion: Competing Narratives, 
Ottoman Successor States, and 
“Non-Western” Modernity   

   As the previous chapters have demonstrated, tropes of modern Japan, dis-
sected in this study in all their variegated forms, represented a kind of “non-
Western modernity” that was deeply captivating and instructive at the turn 
of the twentieth century. For many Eastern peoples, the Ottomans included, 
Japan engendered the highest state of moral evolution possible, according 
to a set of standards defining national behavior that were predicated upon 
Western intellectual thought. The Japanese, in the eyes of Asian (and non-
Asian) onlookers, had seemingly preserved their samurai ethical code, the 
Bushid ō , and their Shint ō  ancestral rites, transforming these into a contempo-
rary national morality that successfully guided Japan in all its endeavors. They 
were believed to have retained their cultural essence as they joined the ranks 
of the European powers in employing the most modern technological, social, 
and political means to succeed as a nation-state on the world stage. 

 I understand the many discursive constructions of Japan’s ascent to modern 
nationhood and all its perceived attributes to reflect an intermediary stage 
in the process of Middle Easterners attempting to produce a definition of 
the potential to achieve a universalist form of modernity, unfettered by the 
Western cultural hegemony that had been imposed upon them. The late nine-
teenth and early decades of the twentieth centuries in the Middle East, Asia, 
and Africa were defined by European imperial will and colonial action, which 
fomented resistance among many local peoples. Yet resistance to European 
imperial, physical, and political domination still often simultaneously engen-
dered an attraction to Western intellectual thought and political practices, and 
to Western technology and science. The Japanese nation and state mediated 
this polarity in a way that allowed Ottomans agency—the agency to accept 
a Eurocentric framework and set of standards for progress while not seem-
ingly turning their backs on their Ottoman, “Eastern” essence. This histori-
cal moment then initiated a later intellectual interrogation of modernity in 
the Middle East for the post-Ottoman interwar era and beyond. Not until the 
mid-twentieth century could we argue that an ultimately Western hegemonic 



252   Ottomans Imagining Japan

definition of what it meant to be modern was delegitimized in a way that 
allowed for a more culturally neutral, universal modernity to emerge, in 
which no civilization was believed to possess the foundations of modernity 
more than any other. Modernity could then “grow from the ground up.” This 
process is ongoing even today, with diverse viewpoints having emerged in the 
Middle East region concerning how to become modern without losing one’s 
culture and identity, some being more conciliatory toward Western influences 
while others more vehemently rejectionist in their attitudes. 

 In any case, the process of imagining the modern Japanese nation at the turn 
of the twentieth century was rife with contradictions, which at times served to 
unify ethnoreligious, class, and geographic divisions in Ottoman purpose and 
identity, while at other times it highlighted emerging national and cultural dif-
ferences among those peoples contained within Ottoman borders. We can to 
some extent contemplate these different interpretations of the Japanese example 
as reflective of certain competing national narratives that had begun to emerge 
among the various sectors of the Ottoman population at the end of Empire, or 
else perhaps as divergent attitudes toward the ruling authority under which an 
individual found him/herself. For example, some Arab intellectuals critical of 
the CUP government used Japan to suggest Ottoman shortcomings in the early 
twentieth century, whereas at the same time, some Ottoman Turks hoped to 
elicit loyalty toward the Unionist regime, believing they were patterning them-
selves and the Empire after modern Japan in ways that would be amenable to 
Ottoman “citizens.” And as another example of the different relations toward 
state authority, two individuals whose affinity toward the Japanese nation have 
been examined in previous chapters, the Ottoman Arab S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  and the 
Tatar Muslim exile from Russia, Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim, internalized and expressed 
their impressions of and solidarity with Japan in very different ways: S â  ṭ i ʾ  Bey 
employed the Japanese trope to argue for unity and Ottomanism as the path 
forward toward modernity in the late Ottoman period, simultaneously embrac-
ing assimilation into the Ottoman Turkish state as a strategy and accepting the 
Turkish ruling elite as the legitimate authorities until he had no Ottoman state 
left to support after the First World War.  İ brahim, on the other hand, found 
Japan and its representative Easternness to be a pole around which to rally pan-
Asian, pan-Islamic, and pan-Turkic sentiments in order to combat the Russian 
Czar and state, as well as colonialist Europe in general. Modern Japan embodied 
unity and cooperation with the state for one and unity as a tool of resistance 
against a state for another.  1   The Japanese model came to mean whatever one 
wanted it to mean in a specific moment and circumstance, and this trope could, 
as a consequence, resonate strongly with like-minded others. 

 The phenomenon of imagining, of constructing Japan as a model Eastern 
nation, continued farther into the twentieth than merely to the First World 
War, carrying with it the burden of a few lingering contradictions that were 
not acknowledged until the end of the Second World War, if at all. Let us 
conclude with a commentary on a few of these issues that have perhaps only 
been alluded to in earlier chapters. 

 The political conflagration between Sultan Abd ü lhamid II and the Young 
Turks portrayed in  chapter 6  was afire with imagery of modern Japan’s con-
stitutional political system and its enlightened young Meiji Emperor as each 
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side in the Ottoman political struggle accused the other of unpatriotic and 
traitorous behavior. But the irony of Japanese patriotism was lost on both the 
defensive Ottoman Sultan and the impassioned Young Turk opposition. The 
Japanese cult of the Emperor and State Shint ō  doctrine that served the Japanese 
state and ultimately its ultranationalist militarism in Asia in later decades by 
motivating Japanese patriotism and self-sacrifice in service to country escaped 
the perception of Sultan Abd ü lhamid II. He was too concerned about his posi-
tion as Caliph of all Muslims being challenged by the Meiji Emperor’s status to 
have embraced the notion of promoting his own monarchical power through a 
symbolism similar to that of the Japanese Emperor. At the same time, the Young 
Turks, in emulating the Japanese oligarchs and their Emperor, misunderstood 
the extreme dedication of the Japanese toward a sovereign they believed was 
Japan’s spiritual patron-ancestor. The potential concentration of that power 
around the imperial Japanese throne, driven forward by Shint ō  religious belief, 
deviated from the Young Turk conception of political power centered around a 
secular Turkish nation-state, rather than that emanating from a monarch such 
as the Sultan himself. While the Japanese  genr   ō   and the CUP inner circle had 
much in common in terms of seizing political authority for their own ends, the 
place of the royal sovereign and his stimulation of religious solidarity in each 
empire diverged in ways overlooked by the Young Turks overall. 

 The Turkist and Turkish nationalist ruling clique of the late Ottoman era 
Young Turk Unionist regime discussed in  chapters 6–7  developed rather par-
ticular views about Meiji Japan that did not just provide models for governance. 
The Japanese nation also assisted them in formulating a new Turkish identity 
bound up in rather racialized and militarized ideas of nationhood.  2   Though the 
revitalized Ottoman state would be a constitutional, parliamentary regime, they 
possessed a nation-state ideal of empire placed Turks at the helm as the govern-
ing elites; the Ottoman state would be a Turkish polity at heart but could permit 
non-Turks who assimilated linguistically and otherwise to participate. Japan’s 
victory in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 inspired the Turkists and Turkish 
nationalists of the CUP to more openly consider their empire as a Turkish pos-
session to be patriotically protected, using force if necessary. Arab journalists 
and political activists whose writings and actions were considered threatening 
to the unity of the Ottoman (Turkish) nation were thus executed in 1915–1916 
for what the authorities considered seditious activities. In addition, while the 
journalists from  Genc Kalemler  actively promoted the elimination of foreign 
words and grammar (mainly Arabic and Persian) from the Ottoman vernacular 
to create a  yeni T   ü   rk   ç   e  (“new Turkish”), not long after that, and shadowing the 
linguistic movement, a purge of non-Turkish ethnicities in Ottoman Anatolia 
to create and defend the future Turkish nation ensued, which resulted in the 
Armenian genocide of 1915–1920. The ideal citizen of this new Turkish nation 
would be modeled after the Japanese: a dedicated patriot and soldier com-
mitted to the principles of secular modern progress as well as to, in this case, 
“Turkishness.” As such, in the new Turkish Republic, competing narrative voic-
es—Islamists, Kurds, et cetera—were effectively drowned out or suppressed. 

 The Japanese example continued to inform the discourse on modernity in 
Turkey in the 1920s. The Ottoman poet and litt é rateur Mehmet  Â kif Ersoy 
(b.1873-d.1936), kept Japan’s national awakening alive in the minds of Turks 
in this new Republic: his 1911 poem “Japonlar” and 1912 poem “The Secret 
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of Progress,” both of which appeared first in Ottoman, were made available 
in modern Turkish via countless reprint editions of his diwan throughout the 
twentieth century.  3   An excerpt of the latter poem is as follows

  I have wandered in the East over the years, I have seen much, not just 
glancing past! 

 I did not say, this is Arab, Persian, Tatar; I myself saw all elements of the 
Muslim world. 

 I have peered into the souls of little men, and analyzed great men’s 
ideas. 

 Then what caused the Japanese to arise ? What were the reasons for their 
progress ? I wanted a closer look. 

 This far-reaching effort, this lengthy journey, gave me but one convic-
tion in the world. 

 That conviction is this : do not look elsewhere, the secret of your prog-
ress lies in you. 

 A nation’s rise comes from within itself; success does not come through 
imitation. 

 Accept the art, the science of the West, and hurry your efforts to those ends, 
 Because one can no longer live without them: because art and science 

have no homeland; 
 But just keep well in mind my warning: passing through all eras of 

progress, 
 Let your “essential spirit” be your guide. 
 Because it is useless, there is no hope of salvation without it.  4     

 The message of selective borrowing in order not to lose one’s essence is tempered 
by the reminder that “art and science have no native land,” so that modernity 
is universally available to those strive in earnest to build the nation. 

 Ziya G ö kalp, too, kept the Japanese model in the forefront of Turkish 
reformist thinking. G ö kalp’s writings after the Turkish War of Independence 
still wrestled with the meaning of civilization and the ability to transfer it 
to various cultures and religions. He often referred to Japan, noting when 
discussing the evolution of nations that “the Japanese, for example, aban-
doned the civilization of the Far East in the last century and adopted Western 
civilization,”  5   and that  

   . . . just as differences in culture do not necessarily bar sharing in the 
same religion, so differences in culture and in religion do not prevent 
association within the same civilization. Thus the Jews and the Japanese 
share the same civilization with European nations although they differ 
from them both in culture and religion.  6     

 G ö kalp did not believe Japan had lost itself in the transition; Turkey had to 
follow suit and advance its sciences, industries, military, and judiciary by 
assimilating Western civilization. The prospect would preserve the Turkish 
nation, not destroy it, for  
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  Japan is accepted as a European power, but we are still regarded as 
an Asiatic nation. This is due to nothing but our non-acceptance of 
European civilization in a true sense. The Japanese have been able to 
take the Western civilization without losing their religion and national 
identity; they have been able to reach the level of Europeans in every 
respect. Did they lose their religion and national culture? Not at all! 
Why, then, should we hesitate? Can we not accept Western civilization 
definitely and still be Turks and Muslims?  7     

 Arab intellectuals and officials in the newly established Arab Mandate states 
of the post–First World War era similarly continued to rely upon the Japanese 
nation as a model for reform and modernization into the 1920s and 1930s. In 
French Mandate Lebanon in 1922, the speeches of journalist Jurj ī  Niq ū l ā  B ā z 
printed in local Beirut papers on “The Progress of Japan” in the first decade 
of the twentieth century were republished in pamphlet form to reiterate the 
importance of applying one’s innate character and perseverance to the promo-
tion of education and scientific study for the betterment of the nation.  8   The 
pamphlet prologue contained a dedication to Mu ḥ ammad Kurd  ʿ Al ī , “founder 
of  al-Muqtabas  and president of the Scientific Academy, Director of Education 
in Syria”  9  ; Kurd  ʿ Al ī  too had devoted much time and energy in the pages of 
his Arabic press in the last years of the Ottoman Empire to discussing Japan’s 
educational system and certainly this influenced his educational activities in 
French Mandate Syria in the interwar period. The first page of B ā z’s pam-
phlet also contains several verses of the famous Egyptian poet  Ḥ  ā fi ẓ  Ibr ā h ī m’s 
“The Japanese Maiden,” the Arabic poem lauding the patriotic service of a 
Japanese woman to her country during wartime, which had been so popular 
during the Russo-Japanese conflict. 

 Next door in British Mandate Iraq, Iraqis were also still attracted to the 
Japanese model as a pattern to emulate. In 1925 the Iraqi and former Ottoman 
Army Officer  Ṭ aha al-H ā shim ī  published  The Awakening of Japan and the 
Influence of the Nation’s Spirit on the Awakening  in Baghdad.  10   Al-H ā shim ī  dis-
cussed the ideas of sociologists Edmond DeMollens and Gustave Le Bon, and 
the second half of the book was an Arabic translation of Ostrorog’s 1911 lec-
ture on Japan’s renaissance discussed earlier. It is not clear whether al-H ā shim ī  
actually attended this conference or if he merely translated the published pro-
ceedings later. It is possible however that, as an Ottoman military officer, 
he could have been present in Istanbul at that time. Nonetheless, the les-
sons Ostrorog ascribed to the “Japanese miracle,” which al-H ā shim ī  gleaned, 
are numerous: first, progress and the achievement of modernity were due to 
Japanese strength of character (what Ostrorog called a “fundamental inclina-
tion”). Second, their samurai origins, Ostrorog believed, were to have produced 
modern Meiji statesmen with leadership qualities who were capable of “eman-
cipating” the nation from autocracy (referring to the CUP as liberating the 
Ottoman Empire from the despotic Sultan in 1909). Additionally, the states-
mens’ tasks were also to “bestow” literacy (through promotion of national 
language) and education upon the rest of society (as Ostrorog had encouraged 
the CUP to do at the time of his original lecture). From Ottoman times to the 
Mandate era, the military had provided education and social mobility to those 



256   Ottomans Imagining Japan

joining the ranks, and this education not only indoctrinated patriotism but 
also provided access to the most modern science and technological innova-
tions, the adoption of which was considered by Ostrorog to be crucial to a 
nation’s survival. As a former military man turned Iraqi politician (he served 
as Iraqi prime minister briefly and in other Iraqi political offices during the 
Mandate), al-H ā shim ī  would have appreciated Ostrorog’s line of thought and 
his privileging of the military class as the custodians of the nation-state. 

 Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, Japan continued to be 
a model nation for many peoples in the Middle East in the face of continued 
European intervention. The Mandate system was merely a form of colonialism 
repackaged for the post–First World War era as more palatable and benign. And 
so the question of modernization without cultural Westernization and the loss 
of Arabo-Islamic identity continued to be posited, with Japan as the illustration 
of what was possible for non-Western nations. Again I return to S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î , 
who, in the aftermath of the First World War, was left without an Ottoman 
Empire, and with an Arab nation now divided by recently drawn-up artificial 
Mandate state boundaries. Having served Prince Faysal in Syria until the French 
drove out Faysal’s Arab government, S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  relocated with Faysal when 
he was crowned King of Iraq by the British in their newly formed Mandate. As 
in his earlier Ottoman career, al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  served in the field of education (as direc-
tor) in Iraq in the 1920s and 1930s, where he disseminated his ideas concern-
ing Arab history and the principles of pan-Arab nationalism through textbooks 
and curricular development; he later developed curricula for Syria, and eventu-
ally took up a position in the Cultural Directorate in the League of Arab States 
in Cairo in the 1940s, where he lectured and published essays while running 
the Institute for Advanced Arab Studies.  11   A man who worked within the politi-
cal system all of his life in order to promote national unity and inclusiveness, 
and one who viewed education as the foundation of power and independence, 
he lectured on Japan this way even in the 1940s when subtly expressing his 
aspirations for a pan-Arab nation, free of European control:

  Returning . . . to the Europeans’ allegation that the peoples of Asia and 
Africa are bereft of the “capacity for civilization and progress,” . . . that 
allegation started disappearing from the beginning of the present cen-
tury. For the noble demonstration which nullified the Europeans’ claims 
in this arena with decisive and factual proof is well-known, returning 
to the Japanese nation. That [Japan], by its swift and sudden awaken-
ing, and its reaching the level of the most advanced European nations 
in various fields of science and civilization, in a short few generations, 
proved that the non-European peoples are not bereft of the capacity for 
progress and civilization, just as they are not lacking in the availability 
of means to assist them.  12     

 As S â  ṭ i ʾ  al- Ḥ u ṣ r î  lectured on the qualities of Japan that allowed the Japanese 
to achieve modernity, and Abd ü rre ş id  İ brahim, resident in Tokyo since 1938, 
produced war propaganda for Imperial Japan to be distributed in the Dutch 
East Indies, Japan was at war with the Western Allies in a conflict that only 
at its end caused many of these writers and thinkers in the Middle East to 
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distance themselves from employing modern Japan as an exemplary Eastern 
nation. But even so, Japan’s image was only temporarily shattered after the 
realization of Japanese imperialism in Asia. So strong was the attraction to the 
modern Japan trope that it again resurfaced strongly in books and treatises in 
the Middle East in the 1960s and onward through the 1980s. What caused this 
almost incessantly powerful draw? 

 The most significant and undeniable element is the strong association 
of Europe and the West generally with colonialism in the eyes of Middle 
Easterners, an abhorrent sin from the nineteenth century onward, practiced 
mainly by the British, the French, and the Russians, which was not so eas-
ily ascribed to other peoples, particularly other “Eastern” peoples like the 
Japanese. The signifiers of modernity—in other words those attributes of the 
modern nation-state that were recognizable as the instruments of power for 
a particular nation, that gave it its sovereignty, its independence, its ability 
to defend itself forcefully or to conquer another—were still overwhelmingly 
understood by nationalists as a by-product of Western progress in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, having originated in and in many 
ways viewed as cultural possessions of the West that could be borrowed and 
applied accordingly. So too was imperialism and the seizure of foreign terri-
tory for the purposes of exploiting resources and labor considered the preserve 
of the West. This pairing of European imperialism and modernity led peoples 
experiencing Western colonial rule who were a certain physical distance from 
East Asia (far enough away to have only minimal contact with the Japanese 
state, i.e., the Middle East) to create a space to envision Japan in a particularly 
dualistic way as well: as an Eastern nation capable of modernity, yet incapable 
of colonialism. Let me illustrate this point further by returning for a moment 
to the discourse on modern Japan propagated among Egyptian nationalists. 

 As we explored in  chapter 8 , Egyptian nationalist discourse incorporating 
images of modern Japan revealed an ideology of anticolonial resistance, lib-
eration, and nationhood that was relevant to Egypt’s experiential understand-
ing of modernity in the early twentieth century. In fact Egyptian conceptions 
of modernity in this era resembled those of other “non-Western” nations 
faced with the same anticolonial, nationalist dilemmas of Western imperial-
ist domination. In other words, the West dictated the measure of modernity 
and Eastern nations had to conform to these standards while not losing what 
was considered their unique “essence,” or else be denied a place in the world 
of modern nationhood altogether. In this early phase of Egyptian anticolo-
nial nationalism, some of the movement’s intellectual forefathers desired to 
link Egypt to the Japanese, the allies of their British occupiers, rather than 
for example to Korea, a fellow Eastern country forcefully colonized by Japan, 
annexed officially in 1910, and, as noted in  chapter 8 , in a turn of irony, gov-
erned by the Japanese using Lord Cromer’s colonial pattern of Egypt. Russia 
had generally been seen as the imperial aggressor in the Russo-Japanese War 
and Japan the defender of the colonized “East,” despite this being a clash over 
colonial possessions in East Asia. Control of Manchuria and what was labeled 
the “guarantee of Korea’s independence” were not imperialist goals of the 
Japanese, argued the writers of K ā mil’s Wa ṭ an ī  Party newspaper, but a means 
of protecting Japan’s sovereignty against foreign invasion and domination 
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by Russia.  13   Only a few articles in  Ab   ū    Na   ẓẓ    ā   ra  published by Alexandrian Jew 
Ya ʿ q ū b S ā n ūʿ  (James Sanua) circa 1904–1905 during the Russo-Japanese War 
noted that this war was  not  fought in the name of defending one’s  patrie.  

 Egyptian nationalists, many of whom were Western-educated anti-
colonialists, were receptive to the message of Japan and the potential power 
that emulating its pattern might generate for Egypt. Korea was a colonized 
loser and not worthy of much Egyptian attention or sympathy; Egyptian 
nationalist elites who envisioned an independent country with themselves 
at the helm would rather identify with modern, independent Japan and its 
Japanese statesmen, whom they idealized. This imagining was paradoxical 
and at the expense of reality, for they typically ignored Japanese imperialism 
in Asia altogether, or at least viewed Japan as conducting as a noble  mission 
civilisatrice  for Asia.  14   In their eyes Korea was seen as unable to modernize by 
itself and in need of Japanese “assistance” to drag it into modernity. The per-
ception thus endured that Japan was not a colonial power, but performing an 
honorable task in delivering modernity to China or Korea by “preserving” or 
“reforming” their indigenous Chinese or Korean traditions. This attitude of 
indifference to Chinese or Korean suffering under a Japanese colonial yoke is 
in marked contrast to Egyptian empathy for and cooperation with their fellow 
anticolonial Indian brethren under British occupation.  15   

 Very few Egyptian voices dissented against the prevalent view of the Japanese 
as principled defenders of the East to point out Japan’s expansionist motives in 
Asia. Only on rare occasion were the similarities between Egypt and Korea as 
fellow colonized peoples even noted in the Egyptian press.  16   This resemblance 
was usually overshadowed by an author’s apologetic tone toward Japan’s 
imperialist actions because of its character as an awakened Eastern nation on 
a civilizing mission in Asia, followed immediately by more vitriolic condem-
nations of British and French policies in North Africa.  17   It was still the assess-
ment among many Egyptian nationalists as late as 1910, when it was argued 
for example that Meiji Japan was a “trusted ally of Korea,”  18   or that Japan had 
influenced constitutional reforms in the Chinese government.  19   The Syrian 
Arab Mu ḥ ammad Kurd  ʿ Al ī  was one of few Arab writers who once mentioned 
Japanese oppression of Koreans through their colonial school system, which 
he compared to French behavior in Algeria (and which was a subtle criticism 
of Ottoman educational instruction in the Arab provinces).  20   Egyptian nation-
alists, seeing Egypt confidently, as ready for nationhood, would more closely 
identify with the victors, the empowered Eastern brother, the Japanese “civi-
lization-bearer,” rather than the colonized losers of East Asia, the Koreans, the 
East Asian replica of Egypt’s weaker self, whose current political circumstances 
more closely resembled those of Egypt under British authority. Not only did 
Egyptians downplay or avoid altogether acknowledging Japanese actions in 
Asia as imperialist, in the name of embracing what were at the time considered 
to be the true principles of modernity and the  only  viable path to national 
liberation for Eastern peoples, but Egyptian nationalist anticolonial ideol-
ogy minimized the implications of Meiji Japan’s formal alliance with Britain. 
Nationalists, in Egypt and elsewhere, had to make ideological choices that were 
not always consistent with the realities in order to make the point. 

 What is most significant in this nexus is that this phase of Egyptian national-
ism reflected an historical moment in which both modernity and colonialism 
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were perceived as ultimately Western phenomena. Imperialism was not yet 
universally understood or universally resisted; a coherent and effective antico-
lonial solidarity across the globe among occupied peoples would take decades 
longer to develop. To Egyptians at this moment, around the turn of the twen-
tieth century, therefore, Japan could only be a symbol of Oriental potential to 
achieve Western-style modernity and not a brutal colonizer. Egypt’s nation-
alist assessments of modern Japan that ignored the less flattering aspects of 
Japanese policy in Asia make sense if we consider that the most recent Egyptian 
experience of colonialism (and indeed the typical experiences of many others 
as well at this time) was direct entanglement with a European power. 

 Post–First World War peace-making arrangements and Japan’s role in the 
process further reinforced the impression that colonial activities were always 
undertaken only by the imperialist West and that Japan had “the East’s” best 
interests in mind. In the aftermath of the war, those sympathetic to the Egyptian 
Umma Party’s Western-oriented, secular ideas continued to pursue an accom-
modationist policy that involved forming a delegation, the Wafd, as a vehicle 
for officially representing and peacefully, legally achieving Egyptian national 
interests, the most crucial of which were to repeal Egypt’s status as a British 
protectorate and to grant Egypt independence.  21   In 1918 the Wafdists antici-
pated traveling to London to present their demands directly at the Paris Peace 
Conference. Britain refused to allow this, arrested prominent members of the 
delegation, and exiled them to Malta, an action that was immediately followed 
by public demonstrations, violent riots, strikes, and further arrests in Egypt 
in 1919 that forced the British to acquiesce. The Wafdist exiles returned and 
traveled to Versailles, where the Japanese sat at the table as victors with their 
fellow Allied Powers. Attempts by Japan to insert a Racial Equality Amendment 
into the League of Nations Covenant at the Paris Peace Conference perpetu-
ated Japan’s image as a crusader for non-European peoples (including African 
American activists) as the Japanese strived to effect on paper a recognizable 
change in the racial hierarchy; they were unsuccessful in this endeavor.  22   
Japan’s true motives pertained to erasing the final obstacle obfuscating its 
unconditional equality with Western powers in determining global affairs. But 
certainly this effort by Japan had an impact upon the views of the Egyptian 
Wafdists present who led Egypt’s Easternism movement in the 1920s.  23   

 The Japanese continued in their efforts to demonstrate their allegiance to 
nations of the colonized East during the interwar period. Playing upon pan-
Asian, Eastern solidarity, Japan enticed Asians and Muslims under European 
rule to join in the struggle against the West.  24   The Japanese Emperor him-
self made a symbolic pilgrimage to the  Ō shima memorial and cemetery in 
Wakayama Prefecture on June 3, 1929, in honor of the Ottoman Turkish sail-
ors who drowned during the  Ertu   ğ   rul  shipwreck 38 years earlier. The Japanese 
continued to have strategic interest in the Middle East leading up to and dur-
ing the Second World War, and hoped to co-opt support in the region for 
their anti-Westernism, which caused renewed interest in Japan at this time 
among many Asians and Middle Easterners as an anticolonial liberator. 

 Tracing the intellectual forces that shaped Egypt’s understanding of colonial-
ism and modernity in the early twentieth century through the lens of discourse 
on modern Japan serves to enrich our understanding of the historical backdrop 
for later stages in the development of Egyptian nationalism, of Egypt’s particular 
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self-view in relation to the rest of the world, and of anticolonial nationalism 
more generally. It also tells us much about the changing attitudes toward moder-
nity in the non-West. Many colonized peoples of the East were drawn to the 
intellectualized notions of Western progress and civility in the early twentieth 
century because these principles were believed to be the most fruitful of imple-
ments for enabling power—political power to rule as entitled elites, to modern-
ize and to reform, to steer the masses; national power to establish and preserve 
sovereignty, to gain international recognition as an independent country. For 
many “Easterners” desiring access to such power, to reject these conceptions of 
progress and civilization outright proved an almost insurmountable task while 
under the twin hegemonic pressures of Western imperial might and claims of 
rational scientific superiority. In turn, to then resist becoming enchanted by 
their Japanese manifestation, as this signified the innate potential within all 
Asians to become modern, would be even more improbable. 

 In adhering to the predominant and monolithic understanding of modern 
progress circulating in the world at this time as represented by Japan, Egyptian 
nationalists and other non-Westerners essentially precluded the articulation 
of a coherent ideology of international solidarity and anticolonial resistance 
among occupied peoples (I define a universalized anticolonialism ideally as dis-
regarding the imperial overlord’s race, ethnicity, or religion). By this I mean the 
inability to formulate a universal opposition among those nations who shared 
in the experience of a physical occupation by an imperial power and whose 
political or cultural affairs were administered by this colonizer, who denied peo-
ple a substantial voice in governing. This relationship between modernity and 
colonialism follows because peoples not yet having “become modern” accord-
ing to the standards dictated by the West and rather broadly accepted by elites 
in both the East and the West, were deemed to be in need of assistance, thus 
ultimately justifying another power’s colonial intrusion. In the case of Egypt, 
convinced of Egypt’s fulfillment of the criteria for modernity, the nationalists 
engaged in anti-Western colonial resistance to eradicate the British presence 
from the Nile Valley in the early twentieth century. Egyptian ideology centered 
fervently around contesting specifically Western imperialism, rather than pub-
licly objecting to all colonialist actions in the world without distinction; it did 
not extend to opposing Japanese imperial exploits for example. 

 In an era informed by widely accepted ideas of Social Darwinism, an onto-
logical division in the world between “East” and “West,” and racially distinct 
nations whose abilities in the realm of civilization depended upon the char-
acter and morality of their respective peoples, colonialist activities were also 
seen and interpreted through this lens by the colonized. The brutal colonizer, 
in such a distillation of anticolonial attitudes, could  only  be Western, and not 
a fellow Easterner. This filtering of colonialism explains the lack of Egyptian 
solidarity with the Koreans’ plight just as it goes far in accounting for the high 
degree of Egyptian support for the Indian nationalists against their British 
overlords or for the Javanese resistance against the Dutch. In those cases, not 
only could the pan-Asian, anticolonial rhetoric incorporate a pan-Islamic 
tone, but the occupier was clearly European, and therefore the ontological 
opposite, the Western “Other,” behaving according to what were assumed 
to be its inherently negative and inhumane predispositions. The “East,” in 
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contrast, always preserved its superior morality. Some historians view this pat-
tern as a pan-Asian identity, or an Easternism, that is reactive in nature, a 
purely fictive modality generated as a response to the West:

  The widest basis of an Eastern orientation in Egypt in the 1920s was an 
external and largely artificial one: the difference between all the lands 
and peoples of the East, on the one hand, and the well-defined, appar-
ently homogenous, and then dominant West, on the other. Easternism 
in this sense was derivative, a function not of intrinsic similarities or 
bonds among the individual units constituting the East but rather of 
their all being something  other  than the West.  25     

 As a derivative anticolonial discourse, and derivative in my view refers also 
to the way Partha Chatterjee understands it—that is, anti-Western discourse 
produced by the non-West but informed by European intellectual thought so 
that the West ultimately retained its position in setting the standards for mea-
suring “true progress”—perhaps the Egyptian (as well as more generally the 
Middle Eastern) idealization of Japan as a model nation-state representative of 
Eastern modernity could not help but be rife with contradictions. 

 Views of both colonialism and modernity among non-Europeans would 
change and become more nuanced in later decades of the twentieth century. 
Imperial Japan’s violent colonial actions in Asia in the first half of the century 
were finally recognized as having been contrary to the very principles Japan 
had represented for much of the non-Western world in the prewar era, though 
in many regions not directly affected by Japanese occupation during the war 
(such as the Middle East), Japan was rather quickly forgiven for its wartime 
sins and again assumed the status of an Eastern role model. A more unified 
anticolonial solidarity did eventually materialize in the world as a response to 
the domination of one people over another, spearheaded by such charismatic 
figures as the Indian activist Gandhi, and given the most globally assertive 
form in the aftermath of the Second World War with the Egyptian revolu-
tionary and self-styled leader of the non-alignment movement, Gam ā l  ʿ Abd 
el-Nasser, who ascended to the forefront of Egyptian politics after the Free 
Officers coup in 1952 and the departure of the last British forces from Egypt 
four years later. His international status as the anti-imperialist “leader of the 
third world” highlighted an era of global decolonization in Asia and Africa in 
which formerly occupied peoples identified with one another and often estab-
lished direct contacts. While colonialism was still generally assumed to be an 
aggression carried out by the West (Europe and America), a more universalized 
conception of colonialist behavior evolved that implicated other powers at 
times as well (such as China’s invasion of Tibet in 1959). 

 A universalist form of anticolonialism, that is, a seemingly “non-derivative” 
anticolonial resistance not based purely upon pan-Asian, pan-Eastern identity 
but upon generic resistance to any imperialist action committed by another 
nation, did then eventuate in the mid-twentieth century and after—in tan-
dem with the next phase in the development of non-Western modernity, 
when Asians, Africans, and Middle Easterners began to more substantially 
question Western strategies and goals for becoming a modern society, and 
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their suitability altogether for “Eastern” peoples. The viability of alternative 
paths to modernity was fueled by this realization of decolonization in many 
areas of the non-Western world, ushering in a more confident attitude among 
many that there could be more than one legitimate path to modernity, that 
in fact “modern progress” did not need to be understood as a possession of 
the West, and that it could more successfully be achieved by genuine reliance 
upon indigenous cultural foundations instead (like the rise of Islamist move-
ments, some of which violently reject Western principles). Previous attempts 
by mainly Western-oriented nationalist elites in non-Western societies to bal-
ance Eastern essence and Western learning were believed to have been superfi-
cial; moreover, tradition and innovation now need not be mutually exclusive, 
but were to be successfully reconciled as a true sign of a nation’s modernity. 
The notion that the foundations of modernity were merely those determined 
by the West had become obsolete. For Egypt this was exemplified early, by 
the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in the late 1920s; the Brotherhood has 
endured to the present day as a powerful social movement, and in 2012 beca-
methe elected authority in Egypt that embraces Islam as a social philosophy, 
with Western technology and forms of political organization to underpin 
Islamic government. 

 Nonetheless, despite the recognition of aggressive colonialist actions com-
mitted by imperial Japan in various parts of Asia during the Second World 
War, actions that definitively revealed to peoples in the Middle East that the 
Japanese had violated the very principles that they had come to represent pre-
viously, postwar Japan quickly recovered its image as a role model for “Eastern” 
modernity. In the aftermath of the Second World War, unlocking the secrets 
of the “Japanese economic miracle” became the desire of many leaders and 
citizens of the newly established states of the Middle East. An abundant num-
ber of Arabic publications in the postwar period revisited Japan, this time as 
a nation that rose from the ashes of war and American occupation to become 
a global economic power.  26   The Iraqi finance minister’s speculation about the 
future potential of Iraqis becoming “the Japan of the Middle East” as late as 
2004 (mentioned in  chapter 1 ) proves the resiliency of the “Japan message.” 

 Can anticolonial resistance and modernity, then, ever be fully “non-deriv-
ative” and distinguishable from anti-Western sentiments? The seeking out of 
a universalist modernity among non-Western nations in the latter portion of 
the twentieth century still easily fell back upon the nineteenth-century model 
of Japan, as a country that could traverse East-West boundaries by balanc-
ing Eastern essence and Western technology. Conceiving of the world in this 
manner in the contemporary era assumes it is a world still somewhat distinctly 
bifurcated between “East” and “West,” thus straying from certain historical 
realities as well as ultimately stopping short of discovering a true, universalist 
form of modernity. When the binary of “East” and “West” can be sincerely 
dispensed with as a division denoting differences between peoples, only then 
can a universalized modernity emerge, bounded by no sense of cultural pos-
session by one civilization or another, but truly available to all through the 
liberation of science and knowledge from culture (as Japanese philosopher 
Sakuma Sh ō zan determined in the nineteenth century). Only then can an 
unfettered process of “becoming modern” finally be completed.     
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