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a. Introduction

The Enlightenment brought about many multifaceted developments in Islamic
world in political, intellectual and social fields. In this process, the assertion that
Muslims are superior to the West in every aspect was seriously damaged. For
the first time, the intellectual superiority of the West came to be recognized.
Technological advancements achieved after the Industrial Revolution were the
concrete signs of Enlightenment Thought and this gave the West a privileged
position in the eyes of other countries. This was a physical and spiritual chal-
lenge and found its most powerful response in Muslim countries. Furthermore,
the West played for Muslim countries the function of mirror. Muslim peoples
find in this cheval glass an opportunity to see their faces closely. The Picture
that many intellectuals who travelled or went to various cities of Europe for
education saw in the mirror was big many times more. Now everybody was in
agreement on their underdevelopment and weakness in front of the West. While
the West was making progress in military and technological fields, Muslims
could keep up with this progress and fell behind. What remained was the ques-
tion “why Muslims fell behind. This question was answered by many persons
in different ways.1

The question of how Muslims would get rid of this underdevelopment consti-
tuted the basis of new reformist movement2 arising in the late 19th century and
the early of 20th century. They were the main questions over which Jamâl al-
Dîn al-Afghânî, Muhammad ‘Abduh and Rashîd al-Ridâ thought that why the
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Ottoman State was defeated by the West in military and technologic fields, why
it broke up and invaded. To their minds, the question was lying in the tradition-
al understanding of religion, and to overcome this problem a religious under-
standing was needed which was purified from innovations (bida’) and supersti-
tions, and compatible with the developments of the age. Therefore, the new
reformists did not pose a reactionary attitude that saw the West and Western
thought unconditionally as enemy. Associating the underdevelopment of
Muslim world in the face of the West with the errors and deficiencies, they
argued that the solutions to this problem should be produced in line with the
internal dynamics of Islam instead of importing from outside. According them,
the tension between the Islamic beliefs and modern values was not a genetic
problem arising from Islam itself, on the contrary, it was merely a historical
accident. Modern process was both requiring to repair this accident and making
this possible.3 They showed, in this sense, an activist, modernist and eclectic
appearance.4 This approach that is much more evident in the countries with
colonial experience manifested itself under the different names varying from
region to region such as Reformism,5 Islamicism,6 Jadidism7 or Salafism8. It
never displayed an organized and homogeneous character structure and did not
follow a linear development.9 Nevertheless, the common purpose of all was to
seek an answer to the question how Muslims could make use of Western civi-
lization, while maintaining their self-identity. 

The discourse of reformists had a revivalist and reformist viewpoint rather than
being a directly protest and fundamentalist one. This required the reinterpreta-
tion of tradition in line with the needs of time, instead of excluding it. What
should be done was to produce solutions to some problems, which the tradition
carried to the present day, in accordance with the spirit of the age, to activate the
actual aspect of Islam and to make reformation in the present understanding of
religion and scholarly tradition.10 Therefore, in their discourse, mainly an
emphasis on reason became dominant which was inspired from the enlighten-
ment philosophy. Accordingly, Islam was a religion attaching importance to the
reason and determining it as a vehicle in understanding revelation. Any contra-
diction was not possible between reason and revelation, since the Quran, as the
revelation itself, was calling man to use his mind and thus to understand the real
message.11 However, the tafsirs composed in the Islamic history caused, with a
great deal of unnecessary information, the deviation from the message of the
Quran and the break of the Quran from the social life. Therefore, the Quran had
to be read as an activity of understanding.12 Based on the Quran and Sunnah,
Islam had to regain its former dynamism once again. This emphasis on the rea-
son also gave rise to the different results such as the rationalization of faith.
Debates of imitative faith-critical faith whose examples were amply seen in
Islamic thought flamed up again in this process.13 This caused new interpreta-
tions to be made about the Unity of God (Tawhîd). The social and political cri-
sis and fragmentation Muslims fell into was tried to overcome through the uni-
fying and inclusive spirit of tawhid. Sectarian differentiations and polarizations
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was attempted to eliminate through the social connotations of tawhid.14 This
was unavoidably necessitating reviving the ijtihad, the legal independent judg-
ment, without considering sectarian difference. Ijtihad was the lifeblood of reli-
gion and the claims that the door of ijtihad was closed from the 4/10th century
onward was nothing but a fabrication.15 Islamic Law had a feature of changing
without compromising its main principles and this dynamic perception of
Shariat entailed the door of shariat to be opened again.16

The influence of reformism of which general outline is tried to describe did not
only remain restricted to Egypt, but also played a stimulating factor for the
reformist movements that simultaneously arose in many parts of Islamic world.
Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî (1866-1914)17, who lived at the same period in Syria,
took part, with his original approaches, among the representatives of reformism
in Syria. In this article, Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî and his reformist views will be
dealt with in the context of Syria.

Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimi and Syrian Reformism

Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî spent almost all his life in Syria where from the very
beginning of Islam was an important centre of learning. Syria in general,
Damascus in particular continued to play a very significant center where the
school of Hanbalism, which one way or another provided a basis for all
reformist movements in the history, and Ibn Taymiyya and his disciples
appeared. However, the amount of Hanbalites in the time of Qâsimî failed to fill
the shoes of their predecessors.18 Thus, however Hanbalism did not have a
direct influence on the birth of Qâsimî’s and other Syrian scholars’ views, in the
formative period of their views, Hanbalism made a relative contribution to them
through the works of Ibn Taymiyya and his disciples. In fact, the reformist
movements of this region were nothing more than a distinctive reverberation of
reformist movement in Egypt led by Muhammad ‘Abduh and Rashîd al-Ridâ.19

This, of course, arose from political and social reasons. In the period when
Qâsimi lived, Syria witnessed many political, social, cultural and religious
changes. This period was an extremely troublesome period not only for Syria
but also for all of Islamic world. Some practices that the Ottoman rule embarked
upon to maintain its boundaries and achieve the modernization led to the
strengthening of local governments outside Istanbul. Particularly, the adminis-
trative, judicial and educational reforms put into practice in Damascus during
the period of Reorganization (Tanzimât),20 reduced the reputation and prestige
of Muslim scholars (ulamâ). The reforms in question strengthened the control
of central authority over Damascus, thus increasing the power of representation
of people on the one hand, the laicism and some pro-western ideas that provid-
ed a basis for reforms caused the status represented by ulamâ to be criticized on
the other.21 This pulled the ulamâ, who all along constituted the highest point of
society, to the secondary rank, while putting ruling class one-step forward.22

Corollary to this, the ruling class fell out with the ulamâ and they criticized each
other severely.23 Religious and social loss of prestige of ulamâ of Damascus led
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them to make self-criticism and criticize the common religious beliefs and incli-
nations. These developments were of the most important domestic factors trig-
gering the rise of reformist thought in Damascus. As for the external factor, it
was the ulama’s relations with the reformists outside Syria, particularly with
those in Egypt.  

Relationship of ulamâ of Damascus with Egyptian reformists first began with
correspondence. Afterwards, this relation strengthened through their works and
writings. For instance, al-‘Urwa al-Wuthqâ issued by Jamâl al-Dîn al-Afghânî
and Muhammad ‘Abduh was a magazine that was seriously followed and curi-
ously read in Damascus.24 This magazine was later replaced by al-Manâr which
was issued by Muhammad ‘Abduh and his disciple Rashîd al-Ridâ. The influ-
ence of al-Manâr became much more than other, since it was not only read, but
also played a role of intermediatory vehicle through which Syrian reformist
could issue their views and approaches.25 In the second half of the 19th centu-
ry, a social and cultural differentiation began to be observed between the ulamâ
of Damascus and local notables and central administration. Simultaneous
approval of ‘Abd al-Qâdir al-Jazâirî’s eclectic understanding of Islam by the
ulamâ of Damascus instigated this. His international position, enormous wealth
and liberal views gathered a number of ulamâ around him, thus an outstanding
group who would lay down the foundations of reformism in Damascus came
into existence.26 Ahmad al-Jazâirî, brothter of ‘Abd al-Qâdir al-Jazâirî, ‘Abd al-
Razzâq al-Baitar, ‘Abd al-Ghanî al-Ghunaymî al-Maidânî, Tâhir al-Jazâirî,
Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî, his brother Salâh al-Dîn al-Qâsimî, Sâlim al-Bukhârî,
‘Abd al-Hakîm al-Afghânî and ‘Abd al-Qâdir b. Badrân were the prominent fig-
ures of this formation. They nor held the official positions, neither performed
the most reputable duties, on the contrary, they were appointed more ordinary
and local jobs.27 Redefining the role of ulamâ on the one hand, redefining Islam
on the other hand, they attempted to restrain the fall of the ulamâ. ‘Abd al-Qâdir
al-Jazâirî, ‘Abd al-Razzâq al-Baitar and particularly Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî
were the most remarkable figures. Apart from a few short works, nearly all
reformists of Damascus did not leave behind the works in which the reformists
views were elaborated. Qâsimî was the only exceptional of them, and with
many works that he wrote during his short life, Qâsimî was the most important
prime mover of reformism in Damascus.28

Qâsimî was one of the most important representatives of a social class in
Damascus whose all family were busy with learning, and thus he was the direct
addressee of all of these developments. Accordingly, his early reformist views
took on shape mostly on the basis of society in which he lived.29 Starting his
education at an early age, he was taught by the prominent figures of his time.
He began teaching early in life and gathered many students and a considerable
amount of people around himself.30 He soon became a distinguished name
among the intellectual figures of Damascus. Therefore, this caused Qâsimî to
come under pressure of rulers. The “Event of Mujtahids”, which he experienced
at the age of thirty, was the first sign of this pressure. This event took place since
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those around him misunderstood the scholarly meetings of higher rank held by
Qâsimî and ten-odd friends of his. This intellectual togetherness was perceived
as an attempt to establish a new madhhab called Madhhab al-Jamâlî”, thus the
local governors questioned its members.31 On the other, some prohibitions and
restrictions put on press under The Sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid II further increased
the tension of political atmosphere in Damascus. It came into question to ban
the usage of many words implying the new views. Thereupon, many persons of
different parts of scholarship of Damascus began to move to Egypt where the
freedom of thought was more than that of Damascus.32 In the face of the hos-
tile attitude of official ulamâ, reformists of Damascus, above all Qâsimî came
to contact with the reformists outside Damascus and thus seeking consolation.
They set up a reformist network that pursued the same aims through correspon-
dence and travel. These contacts helped Qâsimî and his friends break their soli-
tude and emerge an intellectual movement covering most part of Islamic
world.33 Nevertheless, these contacts did not relieve the pressures, but increased
them. Voyages of ‘Abd al-Razzâq al-Baitar and his friends to Egypt in 1903 and
1913 made important contributions to the intellectual world. The observations
of Qâsimî and his meeting with such reformers as Muhammad ‘Abduh and
Rashîd al-Ridâ had a direct influence on the formation of his reformist views.34

His intimacy with Rashîd al-Ridâ did not remain only restricted to Egypt, but
he also played a leading role in inviting him twice to Damascus and making
speeches to arouse indignation among people. During these speeches delivered
at the Umayyad Mosque, since people accused him of being a wahhabî, they
wanted to lynch him. In fact, in these speeches he drew attention to the fact that
the Ottoman state and Muslims must be powerful and prepared in every aspect
in the face of western powers’ attempts to disintegrate the Ottoman state.35 For
these developments, Qâsimî who was charged with inviting Rashîd al-Ridâ to
Damascus was held responsible.36

Having a highly tempestuous life, Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî fit a bright career into
his 49-year life. He was a person who paid much attention to learning and knew
no bound in this matter. His venture of learning he began from his early life
onward stepped him forward in his prime of life compared to other counterparts.
However, he did not content himself merely with learning, on the contrary, with
his analytic approach, he thought over the main problems that preoccupied
Muslims and tried to produce solutions beyond the patterns of any madhhab. He
left behind many disciples who after him would be the prominent representa-
tives of reformism in Damascus, as well as a great number of works. 

The Reformist Views of Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî

He effects of some practices the Ottoman state put into force as a consequence
of westernization attempts found a strong response in Damascus just as it was
the case in all centers in the early of the 20th century. The reforms revealed
themselves as transport, communication, health and public works and financial-
ly made a great contribution to Damascus. Reformists had nothing to say for
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such activities of modernization. Their concern was about the fact that such an
uncontrolled innovation would paid the way for a cultural Westernization which
would radically undermine the classical system of law and education.37 Even
though this situation seemed parallel with their reformist views, it was not the
case. Such a process was leaving them completely out the social structure. Their
reaction to this situation differed from that of ulamâ who completely opposed
the modernization and Westernization. They underlined that Islam is a rational
religion and meets the needs on the one hand, they draw attention to the fact that
the decline Muslims in the face of the West stemmed from the misunderstand-
ing of Islam on the other.38 The understanding of Islam as required did not only
play a natural driving force that would carry Muslims ahead of the era, it would
also save Muslims from inferiority complex in the face of Western challenge.
Owing to the reason-centered interpretation of Islam, the anti-religious, materi-
alistic and atheistic discourses of Positivism would not be left in abeyance.

Such kind of discourse found a wide range of support in a society where the West
continually underestimated attempts of modernization, although it turned its face
to the West. Answers given by al-Afghânî to Ernest Renan’s criticism of Islam39

were not only followed closely in all over the Muslim world, they also encour-
aged other Muslim scholars. In this sense, among the reformists of Damascus the
most systematic and comprehensive response to the Materialistic and atheistic
discourses was given by Qâsimî. Using the main reference points of Islamic
Philosophy, he moved the subject to the context of Tawhid, the unity of God. His
work “Dalâil al-Tawhîd”,40 he composed in this connection, had a wide influ-
ence in the Muslim world. Refeerring to many theologians and philosophers
including al-Ghazâlî, Ibn Taymiyya, Mollâ Sadrâh, Ibn Rushd, well-known in
the West as Averroes, he attempted to ground the existence and unity of God.

Qâsimî placed the reason at the centre of his views of unity. To him, the reason
was a vehicle to understand the unity, to put society in order and to control the
nature.41 Muslims mustn’t remain uninterested in this world, on the contrary,
through this blessing, they must try to understand and discover his unity and
evidence of his existence. However, in this point there was a traditional prob-
lem Qâsimî had to face, i.e. the nature of relationship to be established between
the reason and revelation. Acting bravely, he put the philosophers’ viewpoint at
the center of his standpoint that regards the reason and revelation as two con-
venient realties with each other. It was impossible to see a controversy between
reason and revelation; they were in need of each other. While the reason had a
feature that establishes transfers and protects revelation, the revelation was
introducing the basic codes of behaving, i.e. moral teaching, necessary for the
public order to the service of reason. Accordingly, the points seen as controver-
sy were not so in reality. This was merely an accidental case arisen from the fact
that religion and philosophy dealt with the different aspects of truth.42 Thus,
Qâsimî based the solution of probable disagreements to arise between the rea-
son and revelation on the interpretation of revelation with the help of reason.  
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Qâsimî’s all these argumentations concerning the relationship between reason
and revelation were not of course in vain. With this, he aimed to show that
Muslims should also learn natural sciences without being contented merely with
religious sciences. According to this, to get information about the nature and
learn about natural sciences, actively participation in developments in astrono-
my, physics, geology and anatomy would not decrease the faith of Muslims,
rather would increase it. Therefore, it was unnecessary, while examining the
nature and producing technology, to draw boundaries to the reason.43

This point of view constituted the framework of Qâsimî for the answers he gave
to the materialistic discourses, and instead of speaking through narratives; he
made use of the rational argumentations. In his opinion, since the materialistic
discourses were basing only upon the ideas produced through hypotheses, they
had no reality. For instance, it was not possible to prove their views that an atom
is the smallest substance that cannot be divided into pieces, and the space and
matter are infinite. Likewise, it was impossible for Materialism or any ideology
opposing religion to explain on its own the creation of the matter and its rea-
sons.44 Anti-religion discourse of these ideologies were not acceptable, rather
they were potentially so dangerous that they could paralyze the social life.
Religion was the most important insurance for the social order and security.45

Qâsimî did not restrict the unity to the existence and oneness of God, on the
contrary, in a wider framework; he saw it as the basis for Islamic union.
According to this, the division of Muslims at present-day into smaller groups
was the most important factor in Muslims’ failure to form a social and political
power. And this fact was contrary to the Islamic ideal of bringing Muslims
together as “the faithful brothers”. According to him, by putting differences
aside, the Muslims should come together in a metadoxical creed. This creed
should be an umbrella creed that, remaining within the limits of tolerance, could
change the minor diversities into richness. People should not be accused of infi-
delity due to their different ideas, on the contrary, their wrong in the matter sub-
ject to zann should have been forgiven as long as they adopted al-Ka‘bah as
their kibla, and the shariah as their law.46 According to him, takfîr, declaring one
an unbeliever, was one of the most significant diseases that at present surround-
ed Muslims and deepened the differences among them. It was a social require-
ment of tawhîd that Muslims see themselves as brothers, setting their chronic
conflicts aside. In this sense, the first and urgent conflict to be brought to an end
was Sunnite-Shiite conflict. In this, the ulamâ had important duties to do. The
ulamâ had to act more positively and foresightedly instead of provoking con-
flicts. Qâsimî was calling Muslims to follow, for example, the way of al-
Bukhârî who, without making any sectarian discrimination, reported hadiths
from many persons of different madhabbs, as long as they were reliable, and
saw no harm in doing this, and the way of al-Muslim who used in his Sahîh the
narratives of many Shiite scholars.47
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Qâsimî saw the imitation (taqlîd) as the source underlying many conflicts
among Muslims, therefore he showed, as other reformists did, a fierce opposi-
tion to the blindly imitation. He was of the opinion that imitation was the most
important obstacle in using mind properly and thinking soundly. Imitation was
a disease that made faith into a superficial fanaticism, and took the tawhid away
from the level confirmation. According to Qâsimî, due to the disease of imita-
tion, the heart of most people fell to pieces. Most people were first believing,
and then reasoning.  However, what should be done was otherwise. It was hard-
ly to see those first reasoning, then believing. Upon this, after believing in
something and confirming blindly, people were trying to seeking its argumenta-
tion. This was naturally led them to fanaticism and not to show tolerance toward
the realities apart from what they believed in.48

According to Qâsimî, imitation had also an institutional aspect, a firmly obedi-
ence to the practices of four legal schools. Such an imitation including in itself a
sectarian fanaticism, was blocking the path of progressive legal interpretation,
causing the endless innovations (bida‘) to be introduced in worships.49 What
should be done was to make use of the main sources, i.e. the Quran and Sunnah
that provided a basis for the formation of the views of imams of madhhabs,
instead of accepting their views as they were.50 Though he originally belonged
the Shafite school, his arguing that every mujtahid’s view, no matter which mad-
hhab he belonged, could be accepted, and thus paying the way for talfîq arose
from this viewpoint of his.51 On the other hand, according to Qâsimî, imitation
was an event that took place independently of imams of madhhabs, since it had
never seen that any imam called Muslims to accept only his views and reject the
views of other imams.52 If any imitation had to be necessarily referred to, the for-
mer imams’ method of ijtihad should be imitated, thus new things could be pro-
duced. Discourses that the door of ijtihad was closed were not also realistic, to
say nothing of their being wrong, since the ways of solution put forth by ulamâ
for the recently arisen problems were a sort of ijtihad. The fact that these solu-
tions were not called ijtihad did not mean that they would not be regarded as ijti-
had. As long as new ijtihads and technological advancements took place, the new
problems would arise and attempt to solve them would not come to an end.53

Conclusion

Jamâl al-Dîn al-Qâsimî was the most important figure who, with his works and
disciples, shaped the intellectual frameworks of Syrian reformism. The main
point that distinguished him from others was his classical education he gained
at early age. In this sense, he played the role of a powerful bridge between the
past and his time. He continually struggled with the intellectual dullness and
deadlock of his age, but he did this with the language of past. Though he was
aware of the problems of his age, he did not speak the language this age.54

Therefore, in elaborating his reformist views, he did not use as much modern
style as Muhammad ‘Abduh and Rashîd al-Ridâ did.55 A religious understand-
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ing based upon the Quran and Sunnah, the primary sources of religion, was the
main point of reference for the reformism of Qâsimî. Therefore, he is a salafî
both in classical and modern sense. According to him, the Muslims of today
deviated from this framework and jammed in a dead-end street where innova-
tions and false thoughts prevailed. It is the duty of ulamâ to warn them about
this matter and make it a part of process, which will stimulate the free Islamic
thought. It is also a part of this duty to remove the dullness of thought that cap-
tured brains of most Muslims, thus deviated them from the pure way of Islam.56

Because of this point of view, Qâsimî is also an activist and reformist.
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