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Oz

Bu makale, Islam mezhepleri tarih yazicihgnin Alman
Orientalistik /Islamwissenschaft gelenegi icinde hangi
ilmi pratikler, kaynak kullanimi, kaynak dolasimi ve
metodolojik  esikler  Uzerinden sekillendigini
incelemektedir. Makalenin temel iddiasi, bu tarih
yaziciiginin doktriner tasnife indirgenemeyecegi;
aksine filolojik disiplin, klasik kaynaklarin Almanca
dolasima girmesi, tarihsel-siyasal yorum,
bibliyografik denetim, tahkikli nesirler ve mezhep ici
metinlere  yonelen uzmanlasma  sUreclerinin
kesisiminde olusan ¢ok katmanli bir arastirma alani
teskil ettigidir. Calisma, Alman oryantalizmini sahis
merkezli bir anlati olarak degil, farkli metodolojik
yonelimlerin  belirli arastirmacilarin eserlerinde
gorinir hale geldigi ilmi bir gelenek olarak ele
almaktadir. Bu nedenle makalede ele alinan isimler,
biyografik portreler veya muistakil entelekttiel hayat
hikayeleri olarak degil, Alman Orientalistik/
Islamwissenschaft  geleneginde belirli kaynak
kullanimi  bicimlerini, arastirma pratiklerini ve
metodolojik esikleri temsil eden oOrnekler olarak
degerlendirilmistir. Bu baglamda Heinrich Leberecht
Fleischer (1801-1888), filolojik Arabistik’in kurumsal
zeminini olusturmaya katki saglayan bir figlir; Carl
Heinrich Becker (1876-1933), kiiltiir-tarihsel Islam
arastirmalarinin temsilcisi; Theodor Haarbriicker
(1818-1880), firak/heresiografi literatGrinin
Almanca dolasima girisinde esik teskil eden bir isim;
Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), mezhepleri dini-
siyasal muhalefet bicimleri olarak okuyan bir tarihci;
Carl Brockelmann (1868-1956), bibliyografik
denetimin kurucu figlirlerinden biri; Hellmut Ritter
(1892-1971), tahkikli nesir disiplininin merkezi
isimlerinden biri; Rudolf Strothmann (1877-1960) ise
mezhep ici Sii kaynaklara dayali uzmanlasmanin
temsilcisi olarak degerlendirilmektedir. Makale,
ozellikle  Brockelmann-Ritter hattinda yazma
mirasimin temini, kataloglanmasi ve nesredilmesinin,
Islam mezhepleri tarihi arastirmalarn icin kurucu bir
zemin haline geldigini savunmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: islam Mezhepleri Tarihi, Islam
Mezhepleri Tarih Yaziciligi, Alman Orientalistik/
Islamwissenschaft Gelenegi, Filolojik ve Tarihsel-
Siyasal Yontem, Oryantalizm.

Introduction

Abstract

This article examines the scholarly practices, forms of
source use, source circulation, and methodological
thresholds through which the historiography of
Islamic sects took shape within the German
Orientalistik /Islamwissenschaft tradition. Its central
claim is that this historiography cannot be reduced to
doctrinal classification; rather, it constitutes a
multilayered field of inquiry formed at the intersection
of philological discipline, the circulation of classical
sources in German, historical-political interpretation,
bibliographical control, critical editions, and
processes of specialization oriented toward intra-
sectarian texts. The study treats German Orientalism
not as a person-centered narrative, but as a scholarly
tradition in which different methodological
orientations become visible in the works of particular
researchers. For this reason, the figures discussed in
the article are not treated as biographical portraits or
as independent intellectual life stories, but as
representative examples of specific forms of source
use, research practices, and methodological
thresholds within the German Orientalistik/
Islamwissenschaft tradition. In this context, Heinrich
Leberecht Fleischer (1801-1888) is evaluated as a
figure who helped establish the institutional ground
of philological Arabistik; Carl Heinrich Becker (1876—
1933) as a representative of cultural-historical Islamic
studies; Theodor Haarbricker (1818-1880) as a
threshold figure in the German circulation of
firaq/heresiographical literature; Julius Wellhausen
(1844-1918) as a historian who read sects as forms of
religious-political opposition; Carl Brockelmann
(1868-1956) as a founding figure of bibliographical
control; Hellmut Ritter (1892-1971) as a central figure
in the discipline of critical editing; and Rudolf
Strothmann (1877-1960) as a representative of
specialization based on intra-sectarian Shi‘T sources.
The article argues that the acquisition, cataloguing,
and editing of the manuscript heritage, especially
along the Brockelmann-Ritter line, became a
foundational ground for research on the history of
Islamic sects.

Keywords: History of Islamic Sects, Historiography of
Islamic Sects, German Orientalistik / Islamwissen-
schaft Tradition, Philological and Historical-Political
Method, Orientalism.

Any discussion of German Orientalism must avoid two easy generalizations. The first is to
view German Orientalism entirely as a “pure philological science”; the second is to dissolve it
into broad ideological judgments about European Orientalism, thereby obscuring its own
institutional and methodological character. German Orientalism produced a powerful scholarly
discipline through language, text, manuscript, catalogue, edition, and source criticism; at the
same time, it was shaped within the modern European university, the nation-state, the age of
empire, and regimes of cultural representation.! For this reason, the most productive way to
understand the field is to read it through both the technical tools of knowledge production and
the institutions, academic personnel, and historical contexts that carried these tools.2

1 Ursula Wokoeck, German Orientalism: The Study of the Middle East and Islam from 1800 to 1945 (London:

Routledge, 2009), 1-3, 18-19.

2 Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 1-6, 159-163.

e-makalat ISSN: 1309-5803
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Contemporary studies on German Orientalism and Islamwissenschaft discuss the subject
on different planes, including critique of representation, narratives of philological achievement,
disciplinary history, institutionalization, academic professionalization, and political context.
Ursula Wokoeck’s work occupies a decisive place in this regard. Rather than treating German
Orientalism as an abstract product of intellectual curiosity or as a direct extension of politics,
Wokoeck examines it through the relationship between university structures, possibilities of
academic employment, research preferences, and processes of disciplinization. This approach
is important because it shows that Islamwissenschaft did not emerge within the German
university system from the outset as an autonomous discipline with clearly defined boundaries,
but rather took shape gradually as a subfield within the broader structure of Orientalistik.3
Suzanne L. Marchand, for her part, situates German Orientalism within a wider historical
context of religion, race, empire, philology, and cultural authority. While Marchand’s study
demonstrates that German Orientalism followed an institutional trajectory different from the
British and French examples, it also shows that this difference did not render it wholly
independent of political contexts.*

Within this literature, Lisa Medrow’s work is also significant because it treats the main
figures of early Islamwissenschaft comparatively around questions of religion, science, and
modernity. Medrow presents Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921), Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-
1936), and Carl Heinrich Becker (1876-1933) as biographical portraits and shows how these
three figures represented different methodological sensitivities and intellectual orientations
within early Islamwissenschaft. In her reading, Goldziher stands out through textual criticism
and the history of religions, Hurgronje through colonial context and the observation of living
Islam, and Becker through cultural history and the idea of Islamic civilization. Thus, German
Islamic studies cannot be read as a linear history of philology alone; rather, it emerges as a
more complex field formed at the intersection of debates on text, modernity, religion, culture,
and politics.®> Ludmila Hanisch’s studies, in turn, make visible the shifting boundaries between
Arabistik, Semitic studies, and Islamwissenschaft especially in the first half of the twentieth
century. Hanisch notes that the history of Semitic studies and Islamic studies during the
National Socialist period long remained an insufficiently studied area, and she evaluates issues
such as the removal of Jewish researchers, the turn toward Arab studies, and changes in
disciplinary nomenclature in terms of institutional ruptures within the field.®

Although Turkish scholarship on German Orientalism remains relatively limited, several
important studies approach the topic from different disciplinary angles. In Turkey, the works of
German Orientalists have more often been discussed in relation to Islamic history, the Qur’an,
hadith, sira, kalam, and, in recent years, tafsir. Questions such as the historical personality of
the Prophet Muhammad, the sources and authenticity of the Qur’an, the formation of early
Islam, and Western scholars’ approaches to the Islamic sciences constitute the main areas of
discussion associated with German Orientalism in Turkish literature. By contrast, the
historiography of Islamic sects has not yet been treated in an independent and comprehensive
manner, especially with regard to its philological, heresiographical, bibliographical, and critical-
edition-centered development within the German Islamwissenschaft tradition.

Within this literature, the studies of Ozcan Tasci should be mentioned among the early and
pioneering Turkish examples directed toward German Orientalism in the fields of kalam and

3 Wokoeck, German Orientalism, 164-177. In the table of contents of Wokoeck’s work, the section titled
“Islamic studies: the emergence of a (sub-)discipline?” discusses the ambiguous status of Islamic studies
within the German university structure and tendencies toward specialization.

4 Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire, 159-163, 333-367, 474-487. Marchand’s work
discusses the political-historical location of German Orientalism especially in relation to the imperial age,
institutionalization, the interest directed toward the modern Islamic world, and Nazism.

5 Lisa Medrow, Moderne Tradition und religiése Wissenschaft: Islam, Wissenschaft und Moderne bei L
Goldziher, C. Snouck Hurgronje und C. H. Becker (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schéningh, 2018), 25-27, 91-151,
217-319. The structure of Medrow’s table of contents shows that the study treats Goldziher, Hurgronje,
and Becker in relation to biography, textual criticism, modernity, the Islamic sciences, and the relationship
between religion and science.

6 Ludmila Hanisch, “Akzentverschiebung: Zur Geschichte der Semitistik und Islamwissenschaft wahrend
des Dritten Reichs”, Berichte zur Wissenschaftsgeschichte 18 (1995), 217-226. One important
distinguishing feature of Hanisch’s study is that it narrates the course of Semitic studies and
Islamwissenschaft during the National Socialist period, a period that has generally received less attention
than studies concerning the history of German Orientalism before the Second World War.

https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/emakalat
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Islamic philosophy. Tasci addresses kalam studies in Germany through figures such as Max
Horten (1874-1945), Josef van Ess (1934-2021), and Tilman Nagel (b. 1942), and he evaluates
Horten’s work on kalam-philosophical texts and van Ess’s production on early kalam history as
major stages in German kalam research.” Tasci’s article on writings related to kalam and the
history of Islamic sects published in the journals Der Islam and Die Welt des Islams is especially
important from a bibliographical point of view. In that study, German-language publications on
topics such as the Mu‘tazila, Shi‘ism, Isma‘ilism, gadar, and early Islamic atomism are brought
together. In this respect, Tasci’s works constitute an important starting point that makes the
publication map of German Orientalism intersecting with kalam and the history of Islamic sects
visible in Turkish scholarship.®

One of the most comprehensive Turkish studies that addresses German Orientalism on the
axis of history and politics belongs to Remzi Avci. Through the examples of Carl Heinrich Becker
(1876-1933) and Martin Hartmann (1851-1918), Avcit examines the relationship of German
Orientalism with Ottoman society and politics in terms of German Islamic policy,
institutionalization, textual production, applied Orientalism, and cultural-political discourse.
His study provides a strong ground for understanding the political and institutional context of
German Orientalism along the Becker-Hartmann line. Nevertheless, Avci’s research centers not
on the historiography of Islamic sects, but on Ottoman society, German foreign policy, Islamic
politics, and cultural transfer. Thus, for the present article, Avcr’s work functions not as a direct
thematic model, but as complementary literature that helps clarify the historical-political
ground of German Orientalism.?

Among Turkish studies more directly related to the history of Islamic sects is Fatma Zehra
Benli’s master’s thesis on Wilferd Madelung (1930-2023). Benli examines Madelung’s works in
the field of Islamic sects by means of a bibliographical method and evaluates his studies on
Shi‘ism, Zaydism, Isma‘ilism, Kharijism, the Mu‘tazila, and early Islamic history in the context
of sectarian history. This thesis is important because it treats in Turkish the contributions of a
scholar trained within the German academic tradition to the literature on Islamic sects. Since
it is centered on Madelung, however, it offers a limited framework for the broader historical
course, source regime, and methodological transformation of sectarian historiography within
the German Orientalist tradition.® Another important thesis in the field of the history of Islamic
sects is Beyza Kir’s master’s thesis, which takes as its subject Orientalists who conducted
research in this field and examines the German Orientalist tradition on the basis of the journal
Der Islam, especially the philological and text-centered studies of figures such as Rudolf
Strothmann, Heinz Halm, and Hellmut Ritter on Shi‘ism and Isma‘ilism.!!

Necmettin Salih Ekiz’'s work on Abraham Geiger (1810-1874), although not directly
concerned with the history of Islamic sects, is noteworthy because it reveals a line of research
in nineteenth-century German Orientalism that developed around the question of the Jewish
sources of the Qur’an and debates over origins. This Geiger-centered study contributes to the
treatment of German Orientalism in Turkish scholarship within the context of Jewish learning,
Qur’anic history, and source criticism. In this respect, it makes it possible to trace an early
example of the philological-historical mode of inquiry that would later evolve into twentieth-

7 Ozcan Tasci, “Almanya’da Kelam Qah@malarl”, Dini Arastirmalar 6/18, 211-220, esp. 211-218; Ozcan
Tascl, Aydinlanma, Oryantalizm ve Islam: Kelam Konularn Baglaminda Bir Karsilastrma (istanbul: Sentez
Yayinlari, 2013); Ozcan Tasci, Alman Oryantalizm Gelenegi: Kelam ve Islam Felsefesi Ormegi (Ankara: Nobel
Yayinlari, 2018).

8 Ozcan Tasci, “Der Islam’ ve ’Die Welt des Islams*a Yayinlanan Kelamla Alakah Yazilarin
Degerlendirilmesi”, Kelam Arastirmalari9/1 (2011), 41-46, esp. 41-45. Tasci lists here articles and reviews
related to kalam and the history of Islamic sects published in the journals Der Islam and Die Welt des
Islams.

9 Remzi Avci, Alman Oryantalizmi: Carl Heinrich Becker ve Martin Hartmann Orneginde Osmanlt Toplum ve
Siyaset Séylemi (PhD diss., Mardin Artuklu University, Institute of Social Sciences, 2018); Remzi Avci,
Kurgu ile Gergeklik Arasinda Alman Oryantalizmi (Istanbul: Ketebe, 2021). Aver’s work treats German
Orientalism through Becker and Hartmann in relation to Ottoman society, politics, institutionalization,
and German Islamic policy.

10 Fatma Zehra Benli, Oryantalizm ve Islam Mezhepleri Calismalart -Wilfred Madelung (1930-) Oregi- (Yiksek
Lisans Tezi, Erciyes Universitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstittisti, Temel Islam Bilimleri Anabilim Dali, 2022).

11 Beyza Kir, Islam Mezhepleri Tarihi Alaninda Arastirma Yapan Alman Oryantalistler ve Eserleri (Yiiksek
Lisans Tezi, Necmettin Erbakan Universitesi, 2022).

e-makalat ISSN: 1309-5803
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century studies of kalam and sectarian history.12

Specific studies have also been written on the methods of major twentieth-century
Orientalists in kalam and the history of Islamic sects. In this regard, M. Akif Ceyhan’s studies
should also be mentioned in terms of the Turkish reception of Josef van Ess (1934-2021).
Ceyhan’s article on the emergence and method of kalam is one of the important texts that
introduced van Ess’s analyses of the formation of early kalam into Turkish scholarship.13 Along
this line, the work of Ilknur Bahadir Yiiksek is also noteworthy in terms of the Turkish reception
of research on the history of Islamic sects in German Orientalism. Through Josef van Ess (1934-
2021), Tilman Nagel (b. 1942), and Heinz Halm (b. 1942), Yiksek comparatively examines
approaches developed in twentieth-century German Islamwissenschaft in the fields of kalam,
the history of Islamic sects, Shi‘i studies, and Islamic intellectual history.14

In recent years, the number of Turkish works that collectively evaluate Islamic studies in the
West along the axes of country, discipline, and method has increased. In this regard, the four-
volume series Bati Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalart is noteworthy because it maps the
literature produced on Islam in Western academia through different geographies and theological
disciplines. The first volume of the series treats the historical development of Islamic studies in
Germany, France, England, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Austria, the United States, and other
countries; the second volume examines the main orientations of Western literature in the fields
of the Qur’an, tafsir, hadith, and figh. The third volume focuses on kalam, philosophy, Sufism,
and sociology of religion, while the fourth evaluates the Western literature in fields such as
history, language, art, music, archaeology, and bibliography. This series includes numerous
studies on German Orientalism and German-language Islamic studies; thus the German
Orientalistik/Islamwissenschaft tradition becomes visible in Turkish scholarship beyond
general debates on Orientalism, through different disciplines such as Qur’anic studies, kalam,
Islamic law, Islamic philosophy, the history of Islamic sects, Arabic language, and modern
Islamic theology.15

12 Necmettin Salih Ekiz, Oryantalizm ve Kur’an (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2023). The study treats Abraham
Geiger and the question of the Jewish origins of the Qur’an in nineteenth-century German Orientalism.

13 M. Akif Ceyhan, “Josef van Ess’in Tahlilleri Isiginda Kelamin Dogusu ve Metodu”, Din Bilimleri Akademik
Arastirma Dergisi 13/1 (2013), 219 ff. In the earlier draft, it was noted that van Ess’s views on the
emergence and method of kalam were discussed in Turkey through this article.

14 flknur Bahadir Yiiksek, “20. Ytizy1l Alman Oryantalizminde Mezhepler Tarihi: Josef van Ess, Tilman Nagel
ve Heinz Halm’in Calismalarinin Analizi”, Bati Literatiirtinde Islam Arastirmalar: Disiplinler II: Kelam,
Felsefe, Tasavvuf, Din Sosyolgjisi, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 3/361-384.

15 For studies in different theological disciplines in the encyclopedic work in relation to German Orientalism,
see Editér Kurulu, “Bati Literattirtinde Islam Arastirmalarinin Tarihcesi”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam
Arastirmalari: Ulkeler, ed. Ersin Kabakc et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 1/7-32; Serdar Kurnaz,
“Almanya’da Islam Arastirmalar”, Bat Literatiiriinde Islam Arastrmalar: Ulkeler, ed. Ersin Kabakc: et
al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 1/33-96; Esra Gézeler, “Bat1 Literattirinde Sture Analizleri: 19. Ytizyil
Almanca Calismalar Ozelinde”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalari: Disiplinler I: Kur’an, Tefsir, Hadis,
Fikih, ed. Ersin Kabakc et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 2/9-26; Serdar Aslan, “2002-2023 Yillar1
Arasinda Kur’an Hakkinda Yapilmis Almanca Tezler”, Bat: Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalar.: Disiplinler I:
Kur’an, Tefsir, Hadis, Fikih, ed. Ersin Kabaka et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 2/181-196; Serdar
Kurnaz, “Almanya’da Islam Hukuku Arastirmalar1”, Bat Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalar: Disiplinler I:
Kur’dn, Tefsir, Hadis, Fikih, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 2/413-446; Kiibra
Bahgi, “Alman Oryantalist Gelenekte Thmal Edilen Aykin Bir Perspektif: Max Horten’in Butincil islam
Duistince Tarihi Tasavvuru”, Bat: Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalari: Disiplinler II: Kelam, Felsefe, Tasavvuf,
Din Sosyolojisi, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 3/131-150; Fatma Bayraktar
Karahan, “Almanya’da Islam Ilahiyat Merkezlerinde Ydrttiilen Projeler”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam
Arastirmalari: Disiplinler II: Kelam, Felsefe, Tasavvuf, Din Sosyolojisi, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul:
Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 3/199-232; Mehmet Akif Ceyhan, “Josef van Ess’in Kelam Arastirmalarina
Katkilan”, Bati Literatiirtinde Isldm Arastirmalart: Disiplinler II: Kelam, Felsefe, Tasavvuf, Din Sosyolojisi,
ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 3/233-252; Ayse Bayraktar Barig, “Almanya’da
Kelam Arastirmalari: Der Islam Dergisi Ozelinde Bir Inceleme”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalaru:
Disiplinler II: Kelam, Felsefe, Tasavvuf, Din Sosyolojisi, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari,
2025), 3/265-282; Ilknur Bahadir Yuiksek, “20. Ylizy1l Alman Oryantalizminde Mezhepler Tarihi: Josef van
Ess, Tilman Nagel ve Heinz Halm’n Calismalarinin Analizi”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam Arastumalari
Disiplinler II: Kelam, Felsefe, Tasavvuf, Din Sosyolojisi, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari,
2025), 3/361-384; Ibrahim Usta, “Almanca Literatiirde Arap Dili ve Edebiyati Cahsmalari Uzerine
Bibliyografik Bir Degerlendirme”, Bati Literatiiriinde Islam Arastirmalart: Disiplinler III: Tarih, Dil, Sanat,
Bibliyografya, ed. Ersin Kabakci et al. (Istanbul: Ketebe Yayinlari, 2025), 4/115-150. In addition, there are
some indirect Turkish studies that touch on German Orientalism. Ayse Basol-Glirdal’s assessment of
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This picture shows that Turkish scholarship on German Orientalism has proceeded through
different channels, including kalam, Qur’anic history, sira, Ottoman politics, Shi‘1 studies, and
bibliographical activity. Yet studies that address the historiography of Islamic sects in German
Orientalism in a comprehensive way through methodological thresholds—philological
discipline, the circulation of firaq/heresiographical literature, historical-political interpretation,
bibliographical control, critical editing, and the turn toward intra-sectarian sources—remain
quite limited. Methodologically, this article is not a purely descriptive literature review. It is
designed as a historiographical and conceptual-methodological analysis based on selected
representative works and figures. It examines how the study of Islamic sects was constituted
within German Orientalistik/Islamwissenschaft through changing practices of source use,
translation, classification, manuscript cataloguing, critical editing, and historical interpretation.
For this reason, the present article aims to reposition these scattered points of contact in
Turkish scholarship in relation to the historiography of Islamic sects within the German
Orientalistik /Islamwissenschaft tradition.

1. Philology, Institution, and Cultural Context as the Grounds of German Orientalism

The strongest ground of German Orientalism from its beginning was philology. In the
German academic tradition, philology meant the accurate reading of historical texts,
comparison of manuscript copies, tracing the semantic history of words, determining the
context of a text’s formation, preparing a critical edition when necessary, and reconstructing
the history of a culture largely through texts. For this reason, the first strong form of German
Orientalism was based less on direct observation of living Eastern societies than on the scientific
analysis of the written heritage of the East. Carl Brockelmann’s construction of the history of
German “Morgenliindische Studien,” that is, Oriental studies, as a line of disciplinization moving
from theological auxiliary language instruction toward independent philology is meaningful in
this respect.16

At this point, three terms should be clearly distinguished. Textual criticism is the process of
establishing the most reliable possible form of a text by comparing differences among
manuscript witnesses. A critical edition is the scholarly publication that results from such
textual criticism and shows variant readings, corrections, sources, and editorial choices.
Bibliographical control, by contrast, follows authors, works, manuscripts, printed editions,
libraries, and records of scholarship in order to provide the researcher with a reliable map of
sources. The importance of German Orientalism for the history of Islamic sects derives from the
way it operated these three methods together.

This philological ground was born in close connection with theology. In seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Germany, “Oriental languages” most often meant Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac,
and the Semitic languages surrounding the Bible. Arabic too was long evaluated not as the
language of an Islamic civilization in its own right, but as an auxiliary tool for understanding
Hebrew texts. For this reason, early German Orientalistik did not begin in complete
independence from the position of ancilla theologiae, the “handmaid of theology”; this Latin
expression refers to the understanding of a discipline not as an end in itself, but as an auxiliary
instrument for theology. Over time, this theological need turned into an independent field of
language and textual research; the East became not merely an explanatory environment for

Tilman Nagel’s biography of the Prophet Muhammad is important for showing the impact of German
Orientalism on sira writing. Ayse Basol-Guirdal, “Yurtdis: Siret Calismalarinin Etkisi: Tilman Nagel’in
Biyografisinde Cizdigi Hz. Peygamber”, Siret Sempozyumu I: Ttirkiye’de Siret Yaziciigr, 2012. Ayse Tokay
and Mehmet Yolcu’s article comparing Gustav Fltigel’s work on al-Fihrist with Fuat Sezgin touches upon
the bibliographical and catalogue-centered research practice of German Orientalism. Ayse Tokay - Mehmet
Yolcu, “Fuat Sezgin ile Gustav Fliigel'in el-Fihrist Uzerindeki Calismalar1”, Islam ve Yorum III: Din, Bilim ve
Medeniyet (Prof. Dr. Fuat Sezgin Amisina) Sempozyumu Bildirileri, ed. Fikret Karaman (Ankara: Inénu
Universitesi Yayinlari, 2019), 1/53-64. Kemal Beydilli’s article on Johann Gottfried Wetzstein provides an
important background for the line of applied Orientalism that proceeded in parallel with political interests
in terms of diplomatic service, field knowledge, manuscript collecting, and contact with Ottoman
geography. Kemal Beydilli, “Der Orientalist Johann Gottfried Wetzstein Als Preussischer Konsul in
Damaskus (1849-1861)”, Osmanli Arastirmalart Dergisi 10/10 (December 1990), 210-215. Although these
studies do not constitute the direct subject of the article, they may be included in the literature map
because they show how German Orientalism has been received in Turkey through different disciplines.

16 Carl Brockelmann, “Die morgenlédndischen Studien in Deutschland”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 76 (1922), 3, 14.
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sacred texts, but a broad universe of texts that could be studied historically and philologically.1”
Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer (1801-1888) occupies a particularly important place in this
transformation. Fleischer was one of the figures who gave the philological rigor of German
Arabistik an institutional and professional form. Johann Jacob Reiske’s (1716-1774) early
attempt to make Arabic literature an independent object of research, though it received only
limited response in his own time, found a more enduring academic ground through Fleischer’s
teaching in Leipzig, his text-centered studies, his interest in manuscripts, and his international
connections.!8 The Arabic teaching and philological method developed in Paris by Antoine-Isaac
Silvestre de Sacy (1758-1838) were carried into the German university world through Fleischer;
thus Arabic moved beyond the status of a theological explanatory language and became a field
of philological specialization.1?

The early background of this philological formation was also shaped through manuscripts.
Jacob Christmann’s small book prepared to teach Arabic letters, his attempt to prepare
catalogues for manuscripts,2° and his production of Arabic type for printing; Reiske’s intensive
relationship with Arabic manuscripts along the Leipzig-Leiden line; and Gustav Tychsen’s work
in the Rostock milieu together formed the process by which Arabic studies in Germany opened
out from the status of a theological auxiliary language toward an independent text-centered
field of research.2!

Fleischer’s importance lies not simply in his being a competent Arabist, but in his role as a
figure who joined person, institution, and textual infrastructure. His role in the founding of the
Deutsche Morgenlandische Gesellschaft, his correspondence, manuscript catalogues, and
international academic networks show how nineteenth-century German Orientalism became a
professional field. The preparatory phase preceding the foundation of the DMG in 1845 and the
institutional Orientalist work it subsequently produced mark a major threshold at which
German Orientalism acquired an institutional body through associations, journals, annual
meetings, cataloguing, and scholarly communication.?? In this way, without undergoing a
division of power under multiple dominant centers such as in France and England, it gained a
trajectory shaped around a common program and supported by increasing material resources.

The institutional organization of German Orientalism should be considered together with
wider Orientalist networks in Europe and America. The founding of societies such as the Société
Asiatique in Paris (1822), the Royal Asiatic Society in London (1823), the American Oriental
Society (1842), and the Deutsche Morgenldndische Gesellschaft (1845) in the mid-nineteenth
century shows that Oriental studies had moved from individual curiosity into an institutional
field functioning through periodicals, meetings, correspondence, and text editions. Within this
line, journals such as Die Welt des Islams, Der Islam, and Islamica carried Islamic studies
beyond university chairs into an international arena of discussion organized through periodical
publication.23

Yet the strength of philological discipline also had its limits. Georg Kampffmeyer’s (1864-
1936) criticism in the context of the Berlin Seminar fiir Orientalische Sprachen is noteworthy
here. According to Kampffmeyer, being a good Arabist did not necessarily mean knowing
contemporary Moroccan law, Moroccan Arabic, or diplomatic practice.2* This criticism reveals
the tension between the textual strength of German Orientalism and its limitations in knowledge
of contemporary society. The need that would later generate debates on Islamwissenschaft
began to make itself felt precisely at this point. In the universities, too, language training and

17 Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), xvii-xviii.

18 Johann Fick, Die arabischen Studien in Europa bis in den Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts (Leipzig: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1955), 110.

19 Brockelmann, “Die morgenlandischen Studien”, 9; Johanna Wolf, Kontinuitdt und Wandel der Philologien:
Textarchdologische Studien zur Entstehung der Romanischen Philologie im 19. Jahrhundert (Ttibingen: Narr
Verlag, 2012), 179-180.

20 Necib el-Akiki, el-Mtistesrikuin, 4th ed. (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1980), 2/354, 2/356.

21 ‘Abd Allah, Ra’id Amir. “al-Mustashriqiin al-Alman wa-juhtiduhum tujah al-makhtatat al-‘Arabiyya al-
Islamiyya.” Majallat Kulliyyat al- 'Ulum al-Islamiyya 8/15-1 (1435/2014), 12.

22 Holger Preissler, “Die Anfange der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 145/2 (1995), 253.

23 Preissler, “Die Anfinge der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft”, 244.
24 G. Kampffmeyer, “Das Seminar flir Orientalische Sprachen zu Berlin”, Die Welt des Islams 8/1 (1923), 8.
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philological knowledge remained at the center of German Orientalism almost until the last
quarter of the first half of the twentieth century. Because of its non-centralized structure, the
German university system allowed different specializations to develop in different centers such
as Berlin, Leipzig, Goéttingen, Bonn, Halle, Breslau, Munich, Heidelberg, Strasbourg, and
Tubingen. In one place Sanskrit and comparative linguistics came to the fore, in another Semitic
languages, and in another Assyriology or Arabistik. This decentralization made it difficult to
narrate the field as a single-line “school,” yet it provided a broad ground for the development of
different subdisciplines.2> Language and text remained indispensable, but in the twentieth-
century conditions in which other Western countries used scientific Orientalist research as an
instrument in the colonial race and pursued national interests, understanding the modern
Islamic world by confining it to classical texts was no longer sufficient.26

The relationship between Orientalism and colonialism did not emerge with the same intensity
or in the same institutional form in every European academic tradition. Yet in the British and
French examples in particular, knowledge of the East was clearly intertwined with
administrative, military, and cultural practices of domination. In Edward Said’s formulation,
Orientalism functions not only as the production of knowledge about the East, but also as a
way of speaking about it, defining it, representing it, and rendering it governable.2? In British
Orientalism, India is the decisive example. While the Asiatic Society of Bengal, founded in 1784,
pursued the study of Sanskrit, Persian, and Arabic texts as a scholarly activity, this
accumulation of knowledge was also connected with the needs of British colonial administration
in law, taxation, land regulation, and the classification of local communities.?8 The translation
of texts on Hindu and Islamic law, the production of knowledge of “native law” to be applied in
courts, and the definition of Indian society through religious-cultural categories are typical
examples of Orientalist knowledge turning into a technique of administration.?° In French
Orientalism, Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition and the subsequent Description de I’Egypte show
the union of military occupation and scientific description within the same project. Laurens
treats the Egyptian expedition as an encounter between the military expansion of the French
Revolution and the Islamic world; he also notes that the expedition’s scientific, cultural, and
ideological effects later became a distinct problem of historiography.3® Later, with Algeria
entering French colonial rule from 1830 onward, knowledge produced on Arabic, Berber
languages, Islamic law, tribal structures, and local religious authorities developed together with
French strategies of knowing, classifying, and controlling society. These examples show that
Orientalist knowledge cannot in every case be directly reduced to colonial policy; however, in
the British and French contexts, philological, historical, legal, and ethnographic studies often
developed in contact with the practical needs of imperial administration.

German Orientalism, however, should not be reduced directly to knowledge for colonial
administration. The absence of an early and extensive German colonial administration in the
Islamic world, comparable to Britain and France, gave German research a relatively more
philological and academic weight. Yet this did not exempt it from political and cultural contexts.
As Achim Rohde emphasizes, German Orientalism was not only an academic field of knowledge
directed toward an external East, but also a representational field linked to debates within
Germany concerning Judaism, Christianity, nation, antisemitism, modernity, and cultural
belonging.3! Therefore, in evaluating German Orientalism, one must avoid two extreme
readings. It is not accurate either to regard it as an entirely neutral, purely philological science
free of politics and ideological assumptions, or to consider it a delayed or weaker repetition of
British and French colonial Orientalism. The distinctive aspect of the German tradition lies in
the more limited nature of its direct colonial administrative experience in comparison with
Britain and France, and in the related fact that philology, text edition, manuscript catalogues,

25 Wokoeck, German Orientalism, 142-144.
26 Kampffmeyer, “Das Seminar fiir Orientalische Sprachen zu Berlin”, 12.
27 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 2-3.

28 David Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance: The Dynamics of Indian Modernization, 1773-
1835 (Berkeley - Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969), 13.

29 Nicholas B. Dirks, Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modemn India (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2001), 9.

30 Henry Laurens, L’expédition d’Egypte: 1798-1801 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1997), 467-470.

31 Achim Rohde, “Der Innere Orient. Orientalismus, Antisemitismus und Geschlecht im Deutschland des 18.
bis 20. Jahrhunderts”, Die Welt des Islams 45/3 (2005), 370-373.
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bibliography, and historical source criticism played a more decisive role in its works. Indeed,
German Orientalists produced a substantial accumulation in the collection, classification,
edition, and presentation of the Arab-Islamic manuscript heritage; works such as
Brockelmann’s Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur long remained indispensable reference tools
for identifying Arabic manuscripts in libraries around the world.3? At the same time, this
tradition also contains reductionist, controversial, or difficult-to-accept interpretations of the
Arab-Islamic heritage from the point of view of Muslim researchers. Some of Theodor Néldeke’s
approaches to Qur’anic history,33 especially his historicist attempt to reorder the Qur’anic suras
chronologically, constitute one early and powerful example of this tension, even though the
methodological assumptions of this historical-chronological reading were later seriously
debated. Similarly, Brockelmann’s bibliographical contribution to the manuscript heritage
should not be evaluated on the same plane as his interpretations of Islamic history;3* his
narrative in a work such as Geschichte der islamischen Vélker und Staaten differs from his labor
in presenting and classifying the Arab-Islamic source heritage and includes critical, at times
accusatory judgments about Islam, the Prophet Muhammad, and early Islamic history that are
problematic from the perspective of Muslim readers. Thus, situating German Orientalism in a
sound way requires acknowledging its text-centered scholarly contributions while also making
visible the theological, historicist, and Eurocentric assumptions that operated behind or
alongside those contributions. This approach offers a more balanced and critical framework
that takes philological achievement and interpretive problematic into account at the same time,
rather than adopting either a defensive reading that condemns the German tradition wholesale
or a romantic evaluation that idealizes it as a sterile field of academic neutrality.35 For the
purposes of the present article, this philological and institutional background is directly relevant
to the historiography of Islamic sects. It did not merely provide a general scholarly setting; it
shaped the very conditions under which firaq and magalat literature could be read, classified,
edited, and transformed into modern objects of research. The identification of sectarian names,
the comparison of manuscript variants, the determination of authorial attributions, the
distinction between earlier reports and later polemical layers, and the tracing of the
transmission history of heresiographical works all depended on catalogues, critical editions,
bibliography, and source-critical practices. In this sense, the German study of Islamic sects
emerged from a broader philological infrastructure that made classical sectarian material
accessible, comparable, and historically analyzable.

2. From Orientalistik to Islamwissenschaft: The Methodological Expansion of Islamic
Studies

The two concepts used in this heading belong to the same plane within the German academic
tradition, yet they indicate different scopes. Orientalistik, in its most general sense, is a broad
field of knowledge established around Eastern languages, texts, religions, histories, and
cultures. It covers a wide cluster of disciplines extending from Sanskrit and Indian studies to

32 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2 vols. (Weimar: E. Felber, 1898-1902); idem,
Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur: Supplementband, 3 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1937-1942); Mehmet Kanar,
“Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur”, Trirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: TDV Yayinlari,
1996), 14/35-37.

33 Theodor Noéldeke, Beitrdige zur Kenntnis der Poesie der alten Araber (Hannover: C. Rumpler, 1864); Theodor
Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans (Gottingen: Dieterich, 1860); Emmanuelle Stefanidis, “The Qur’an Made
Linear: A Study of the Geschichte des Qorans’ Chronological Reordering”, Journal of Qur’anic Studies 10/2
(2008), 1-22.

34 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der islamischen Viélker und Staaten (Munchen - Berlin: R. Oldenbourg,
1939); Carl Brockelmann, Tarthu’s-su ‘iibi’l-Islamiyye, trans. Nabih Amin Faris - Munir Ba‘labakki (Beirut:
Darti1l-Ilm lil-Melayin, 1948-1950); Yusri Ahmad Zaydan - Jamal Fawzi Muhammad - Muhammad Sayyid
Hajjaj, Nagd Kitab Tarihi’s-Su tibi’l-Isldmiyye (2015). The Arabic Collections Online record shows that the
Arabic translation belongs to Brockelmann, that the translators are Nabith Amin Faris and Munir
Ba‘labakki, and that it was published in Beirut by Dar al-Ilm li-1-Malayin between 1948 and 1950. The
information on the modern German reprint appears under the title Geschichte der islamischen Vélker und
Staaten by De Gruyter Oldenbourg as a 2019 reprint; the record gives the work as 495 pages and as part
of the series “Geschichte der Vélker und Staaten.”

35 Ali b. Ibrahim al-Hamad al-Namla, al-Mustashrigin wa-l-tansir, 21; Abd al-Rahman Badawi, Mawsu‘at al-
mustashrigin, 98-105; Shawki Abu Khalil, Carl Brockelmann fi’l-mizan, 1st ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-
Muasir, 1987), 25-170, quoted in Raid Amir Abd Allah, “al-Mustashriqtn al-Almani” ve juhuduhum tujaha
al-makhtutat al-‘Arabiyya al-Islamiyye”, Majallat Kulliyyat al-‘Ulim al-Islamiyya 8/15-1 (1435/2014), 8-
11.
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Semitic languages, from Arabistik to Iranian studies and Turkology, and from Ancient Near
Eastern studies to pre-Islamic and Islamic written heritage. Thus, at the outset, Orientalistik
referred less to the study of a particular religion or region than to the philological study of the
linguistic and textual heritage of the East.

Islamwissenschaft, on the other hand, is a more specific field of inquiry that became
gradually distinct within this broader Orientalistik ground. In the narrow sense, the term
designates the academic field that examines the foundational texts, history, institutions,
intellectual traditions, and religious-cultural experiences of Muslim societies. The Qur’an,
hadith, sira, figh, kalam, Sufism, the history of Islamic sects, Islamic history, Arabic-Islamic
literature, and modern Muslim societies are among its main areas of investigation. In this
respect, Islamwissenschaft inherited the philological and historical tools of Orientalistik, while
concentrating its object of inquiry more explicitly around Islam and Muslim societies.

The terms Islamkunde, Islamwissenschaft, and Islamistik have sometimes been used
interchangeably, yet they carry nuances. Islamkunde means roughly “knowledge of Islam” and
at times has a usage tied to applied and contemporary needs to know the Islamic world.
Islamwissenschaft designates the academic discipline that studies Islam in its historical,
philological, religious, cultural, and social dimensions. Islamistik is a term used especially in
later university programs to name Islamic studies as an institutional department or field of
specialization. This distinction helps the reader follow more easily the terminological complexity
of the German academic literature.

This distinction is also important for the main problem of the article. The historiography of
Islamic sects did not arise in German academia from the beginning as an independent
discipline; it first gained its material within the practices of language, manuscript, catalogue,
and text edition belonging to Orientalistik, and then acquired methodological depth within the
broader program of Islamwissenschaft, which was concerned with the Islamic sciences,
historical context, and living religious-social structures.

A point must be clarified regarding the emergence of Islamic studies as a distinct orientation
within German Orientalism. The Qur’an, hadith, sira, figh, kalam, and Arabic texts had already
been among the interests of Orientalists. The real transformation occurred after Islam was
redefined as an object of research. August Fischer (1865-1949), the German Arabist and
Oriental philologist working in Leipzig, pointed to this transformation when he stated in the
1930s that a new special discipline known by names such as Islamkunde, Islamwissenschaft,
and Islamistik had been separating from Orientalistik for approximately thirty years. Fischer’s
characterization of this field as a Modewissenschaft is significant. Literally “fashionable
science,” the term here refers to a field of research that gained rapid visibility because of current
political and cultural interest, but whose enduring scholarly legitimacy could be secured only
through solid philological, historical, and conceptual methods. Fischer thus recognized the
fragile side of Islamwissenschaft that rested on contemporary interest.36

Behind the transformation at the beginning of the twentieth century lay a broader criticism
directed at philological specialization. In German academic life, excessive specialization was
thought to weaken the search for “life,” “system,” and “synthesis”; Islamic studies responded to
this crisis by claiming to combine textual knowledge with historical, social, and cultural
analysis. Islam thus began to be seen not merely in terms of texts, legal rulings, or dogmatic
debates, but as a broad historical reality that changed over time, produced different social
forms, and had to be grasped together with institutions, politics, and everyday life. Carl Heinrich
Becker (1876-1933) stood at the center of this transformation. Becker’s importance lies in his
role in moving Islamwissenschaft from a dispersed textual interest under philological
Orientalistik to the level of cultural history, contemporary social knowledge, and an
institutionalized academic program. Becker’s career does not fit the classical image of the
“solitary Orientalist working within his own narrow circle.” He completed his doctorate at
Heidelberg in 1899, served as professor at the Hamburg Seminar fiir Geschichte und Kultur des
Orients between 1908 and 1913, worked in the Prussian Ministry of Culture from 1916 onward,
served as Prussian Minister of Science, Art, and Public Education in 1921 and again between
1925 and 1930, and in 1930 became head of the Institute of Semitic Studies and Islamkunde
at the University of Berlin. This biographical trajectory shows a career in which academic

36 August Fischer, “Die Islamkunde und ihre Aufgaben”, Der Islam 20 (1932/1933).
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research, educational policy, and institution building proceeded together.3” Numerous studies
have emphasized Becker’s established position in disciplinary history as the “founder of
Islamkunde in Germany.”38

Becker’s approach to Islamwissenschaft may be summarized around three principles. First,
he opposed the use of the word “Islam” as though it had a single meaning. According to Becker,
Islam was sometimes used to mean religion, sometimes the idea of the state, sometimes
civilization, sometimes political theory, and sometimes a broad cultural whole encompassing
very different peoples.3? It may be said that he attempted to bid farewell to older and generalizing
conceptions of Islam inherited from classical Orientalism and to establish a more
comprehensive conceptual program for Islamic studies. At the same time, his tendency to see
Islam less as a divine religion than as a cultural field was predominant.

Second, Becker treated Islam at the intersection of religion, civilization, and the idea of the
state. At the beginning of his 1915 essay on Islampolitik, he states that Islam is often evaluated
as a religious problem, whereas it is also a civilization and a political idea. In his view, religion
and culture are inseparably intertwined in Islam; for this reason, the stance of modern states
toward Islam is a matter of both domestic and foreign policy. This approach helps explain
Becker’s effort to move Islamic studies beyond narrow textual philology and connect them with
questions of institutions, law, politics, and social structure.4°

Third is Becker’s cultural-historical perspective. In his 1922 essay “Der Islam im Rahmen
einer allgemeinen Kulturgeschichte,” he discusses Ernst Troeltsch’s conception of European
cultural history and argues that the Islamic world cannot be completely detached from Europe.
According to Becker, Islam functions as a connecting link between Europe and Asia; indeed,
when historical lines of development are taken into consideration, the Near Eastern-Islamic
world must be considered together with European cultural history. Becker’s founding role is
therefore twofold. On the one hand, through the journal Der Islam, the milieu of the Deutsche
Gesellschaft fur Islamkunde, and his posts along the Hamburg-Berlin line, he provided Islamic
studies with an institutional ground. On the other hand, through his conceptual framework
that studied Islam within the triangle of “religion-state-culture,” he made it possible for subfields
such as the history of Islamic sects to move beyond doctrinal classification and be read as social
and historical formations. Becker should therefore be evaluated together as an institutional
founder, cultural historian, and programmatic figure who opened a methodological debate
within the German Islamwissenschaft tradition.4!

In relation to Islam, there were two important methodological lines that influenced Becker
and with which he maintained continuous correspondence and exchange of ideas. These lines
consisted of the methods of Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921) and Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje
(1857-1936) in Islamic studies. Goldziher opened Islamic texts to historical-critical analysis; he
read hadith, sunna, ijma‘, figh, and sectarian interpretive traditions as historical documents
bearing the traces of religious-political struggles within Islamic society. Snouck Hurgronje
connected knowledge of Islam with living Muslim societies, legal practices, educational
institutions, and colonial field knowledge. In this respect, he stood closer to the side of
Orientalism that proceeded in parallel with colonialism than to purely academic Orientalism.
While Goldziher historicized the text, Hurgronje made living Islam into an object of research;
Becker attempted to combine these two lines within a cultural-historical program.*? Becker’s
approach to Islamic studies sought to join textual criticism with living religious reality. From
the perspective of the history of Islamic sects, this method represents one of the main
approaches that made possible the study of customs, beliefs, and forms of worship shaped by
sectarian affiliations in the everyday practices of Muslims.

Becker’s clearest evaluation of sects appears in the subsection “Die Entstehung der Sekten

37 Cornelia Essner - Gerd Winkelhane, “Carl Heinrich Becker (1876-1933), Orientalist und Kulturpolitiker”,
Die Welt des Islams 28/1-4 (1988), 154-156.

38  As one important example of these studies, see Essner - Winkelhane, “Carl Heinrich Becker”, 155.

39 Mark Batunsky, “Carl Heinrich Becker: From Old to Modern Islamology: Commemorating the 70th
Anniversary of Der Islam als Problem™, International Journal of Middle East Studies 13/3 (1981), 287.

40 Carl Heinrich Becker, “Islampolitik”, Die Welt des Islams 3/2 (15 August 1915), 101.

41 Carl Heinrich Becker, “Der Islam im Rahmen einer allgemeinen Kulturgeschichte”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 76 /n.F. 1 (1922), 18.

42 Ignaz Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, 2 vols. (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1889-1890).
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im Islam” within the text “Grundztige der Religion des Islams,” included in the second volume
of his two-volume Islamstudien: Vom Werden und Wesen der islamischen Welt. There he
discusses sectarian formation primarily in relation to formations outside the main Sunni body.
He regards Shi'ism as “the most important sect,” while noting that this does not mean a majority
within the total Muslim population; according to the estimate of his own time, Shi‘is constituted
slightly more than ten to fifteen percent of the Muslim population. Referring to Goldziher, he
then states that a distinction may be made between “old” and “new” sects: the point of departure
of the old sects, especially Kharijism and Shi‘ism, lies in public law and politics, whereas newer
movements took shape more along the axes of reaction and modernism.43

In the section on the Kharijites and the Ibadis, Becker explains sectarian differentiation
through the first caliphs and the arbitration after Siffin. While the Sunni tradition accepts the
first four caliphs as the al-Khulafa’ al-Rashidiin, Becker explains the Kharijites’ separation from
‘All on the grounds that he “appointed men as arbiters in God’s judgment.” From the Kharijite
point of view, neither ‘Ali nor Mu'awiya was legitimate; the caliph could be any believer of
superior piety. Becker notes that this stance eventually turned into a radical line that regarded
every fault as unbelief, that the movement divided into many branches, and that Ibadism
survived in his own time as a more moderate branch in Oman, Zanzibar, and North Africa.** In
the section on Shi‘ism, Becker introduces the Shi‘a through the meaning “partisans of ‘Ali” and
states that the movement was based on the idea that ‘Ali and his descendants were the
legitimate successors. While Sunnis accept the first four caliphs as legitimate, Shi‘is reject Abt
Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman and regard ‘Ali and his descendants as the legitimate successors.
Becker’s evaluation in the East African context also uses this distinction as a practical
classification. According to him, “the starting point of all sectarian divisions in Islam lies in the
field of constitutional law and manifests itself in the evaluation of the first caliphs.”#> From this
perspective, it can be seen that doctrinal questions are not placed at the center of sectarian
differentiation; rather, political struggle and the debate over legitimacy are made central to sect
formation.

3. The Entry of Classical Firaq Material into German Circulation

The first discernible line of the history of Islamic sects in the German Orientalistik tradition
is the entry of classical firag and magalat literature into academic circulation through
translation, presentation, and philological explanation. In a narrow sense, firaqg literature
denotes texts that classify the political-theological groupings that emerged in Islamic society,
their sub-branches, representatives, and fundamental views. Firag texts often carry a
normative, apologetic, or polemical perspective nourished by the author’s Sunni, Shi‘i,
Mu‘tazili, Khariji, or other sectarian affiliation. Maqalat, by contrast, denotes a broader
doxographical mode of writing based on transmitting theological and sectarian “views”
(magala/ magalat). In this genre, sects and factions are sometimes classified through persons
or groups, and sometimes the views of different schools are reported comparatively around
disputed issues such as tawhid, attributes, qadar, faith, grave sin, and imamate. The
comparatively more objective and mature form of the literature on sectarian history is the milal-
nihal genre.46 One of the most important examples of this line is Theodor Haarbrticker’s (1818-

43 Carl Heinrich Becker, Islamstudien: Vom Werden und Wesen der islamischen Welt, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Quelle
& Meyer, 1924-1932), 2/375-379.

44 Becker, Islamstudien, 2/376-377.

45 Becker, Islamstudien, 2/169-170.

46 Bekir Topaloglu, “Firka”, TDV Isldm Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: TDV Yayinlari, 1996), 13/35; Ilyas Uztim,
“Mezhep”, TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi (Ankara: TDV Yayinlari, 2004), 29/526-532. Here the term firqa is
explained as one of the common terms expressing group formation in the history of Islamic sects, with al-
Nawbakhtl’s Firaq al-Shi'‘a and al-Baghdadi’s al-Fark bayn al-firaq given as examples; Hasan Onat,
“Makalati’l-Islamiyyin”, TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi (Ankara: TDV Yayinlari, 2003), 27/406-407. This may be
used to show that al-Ash‘ari’s work is among the most important examples of the magaldat genre in terms
of both sectarian classification and the transmission of kalam issues; Mustafa Oz, “el-Makalat ve’l-Firak”,
TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi (Ankara: TDV Yayinlari, 2003), 27/405. For the terminology and generic overlap
of firaq, magalat, and milal-nihal literature in English, see: W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of
Islamic Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1973); Keith Lewinstein, “The Azariga in Islamic
Heresiography,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 54/2 (1991), 251-268; Keith
Lewinstein, “Making and Unmaking a Sect: The Heresiographers and the Sufriyya,” Studia Islamica 76
(1992), 75-96. For English translations of major classical heresiographical works, see Abt Manstar ‘Abd
al-Qahir al-Baghdadi, Moslem Schisms and Sects (al-Farq bayn al-Firag), trans. Kate Chambers Seelye, part
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1880) German translation of al-Shahrastani’s al-Milal wa-l-nihal. The publication of the work in
two volumes in Halle in 1850-1851 under the title Religionspartheien und Philosophen-Schulen
meant that one of the classical sources of Islamic sectarian history was presented in full text to
the German academic milieu.4?

Haarbruicker’s significance here is not limited to the fact that he produced a translation. His
work represents the transformation of classical Islamic sectarian sources in Europe from the
level of partial quotations, summaries, and indirect uses into a coherent research material.
Before Haarbrtlicker, al-Shahrastani’s work had been used in different ways by figures such as
Pococke, Ecchellensis, Hyde, Maracci, Sale, de Sacy, Schmoélders, and Hammer-Purgstall. These
uses, however, were often fragmentary. William Cureton’s publication of the Arabic text and,
subsequently, Haarbriicker’s German translation carried al-Milal wa-l-nihal into German
reading and research circles in a more systematic manner.48

In his preface, Haarbriicker characterizes al-Shahrastani’s work as a comprehensive source
that brings together in an orderly fashion the religious and philosophical views of the human
communities of which the author had knowledge. Haarbrticker constructs the earlier partial
European translations of al-Shahrastani as a fragmentary history of quotation extending from
Pococke to Ecchellensis, from Hyde to Maracci and Sale, and from de Sacy to Schmolders and
Hammer-Purgstall.#® Cureton’s publication of the Arabic text moved beyond this fragmentary
use and gave the work a reliable textual basis. Haarbriicker’s translation aimed precisely to
open this reliable textual basis to the German reader.

The most critical aspect of the preface for the history of Islamic sects is Haarbricker’s
evaluation of Islamic firag material in the transitional area between sectarian history and the
history of philosophy. Referring to Fleischer’s assessment of Cureton’s edition, Haarbrticker
states that the work is necessary in its entirety for every Orientalist. In his view, the section
dealing with Islamic sects is a principal source for the history and views of these sects. More
importantly, Haarbriicker tends to view kalam as the philosophy of Islam. According to him, in
the Arabic-writing Aristotelian philosophers one may follow the form Greek philosophy took
within the Arabic language and thought; by contrast, the most visible expression of the original
intellectual production of Islamic societies concerning divine and human questions appears in
the doctrines of orthodox and heretical sects.>° Accordingly, firaq literature became one of the
main sources not only for sectarian history but also for the history of Islamic thought.

Haarbruicker’s depiction of al-Shahrastani is also important in this context. In the preface,
he reports that Shahrastani was born in 479/1086, that some records also give the date
467/1074, that he studied figh and kalam, that he belonged to the Ash‘ari school, and that he
died in 548/1153. Haarbrticker also mentions al-Shahrastani’s works other than al-Milal wa-Il-
nihal, including Nihayat al-igdam ft ‘ilm al-kalam, Manahij wa-l-bayanat, Kitab al-mundzara, and
Talkhis al-agsam li-madhahib al-anam. Thus, the translation also functions as an introduction
that presented al-Shahrastani to European academic circles as an author, theologian, and
classifier of religious-philosophical schools.

This step has two dimensions for the history of Islamic sects. First, classical firag material
moved from the position of polemical or classificatory texts within the Muslim tradition into the
source material of modern philological research. Second, the classificatory order, sectarian
affiliation, doxographical method, and mode of treating philosophical-religious schools in
authors such as al-Shahrastani became separate objects of research. Doxography is the
systematic presentation and comparison of the views of different schools of thought; in this
respect, it possesses a broader logic of representation than heresiography, that is, classification

1 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1920); Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, Muslim Sects
and Divisions: The Section on Muslim Sects in Kitab al-Milal wa-I-Nihal, trans. A. K. Kazi and J. G. Flynn
(London: Kegan Paul International, 1984).

47 Theodor Haarbrucker, trans., Abu-I-Fath Muhammad asch-Schahrastdni’s Religionspartheien und
Philosophen-Schulen, author Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, 2 vols. (Halle: C. A. Schwetschke
und Sohn, 1850-1851), title page.

48 Haarbruicker, Religionspartheien und Philosophen-Schulen, preface; William Cureton, ed., Kitab al-Milal wa-
[-Nihal (London, 1842/1846).

49 Haarbrucker, “Vorwort”, V-VI.

50  Haarbruicker, “Vorwort”, VI-VIII.
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centered on “heresy” or “deviant sect.”>!

For this reason, the Haarbrlicker line should be evaluated as one of the source-centered
beginnings of modern German historiography on Islamic sects. Yet this line was not sufficient
by itself. The German circulation of al-Shahrastani introduced the history of Islamic sects
through texts; however, another mode of reading was needed to show within which historical
crises and political-social movements sectarian formations emerged. Haarbricker made firaq
material accessible; in later periods, with a historicist and sociological perspective, this material
would be repositioned within the political and social tensions of early Islamic history.

4. Reading Islamic Sects as Fields of Religious-Political Opposition

Julius Wellhausen’s (1844-1918) Die religids-politischen Oppositionsparteien im alten Islam
represents one of the methodological thresholds in the historiography of Islamic sects.
Wellhausen read sectarian formations that often appeared in classical firaq literature as lists of
names and views within the political crises, struggles for power, urban milieus, and leadership
tensions of early Islamic society. In this respect, he did not leave Kharijism and Shi‘ism at the
level of doctrinal differentiation; he characterized them as fields of religious-political opposition
in early Islam.52

In his narrative of Kharijism, Siffin, arbitration (tahkim), the Qur’an-reciters (qurra’), divine
judgment, imamate, and the tension of community occupy the center. In Wellhausen’s reading,
Kharijism is a religious-political stance produced by the arbitration episode and the crisis of
authority in early Islamic society; it is not treated as an abstract theological deviation. According
to his narrative, the slogan “judgment belongs to God” functioned less as a theological
proposition than as a historical objection to power. For this reason, Kharijism was taken as an
example showing how political legitimacy, communal loyalty, and the claim to religious
absoluteness became intertwined in early Islamic society.53 In his narrative of Shi‘ism, concepts
and themes such as partisanship for ‘Ali, Kafan opposition, the memory of Karbala’, the
penitential language of the Tawwabtn, Mukhtar’s politics of revenge, the participation of the
mawalt, and expectations of salvation come to the fore. For Wellhausen, Shi‘ism is a historical
movement shaped by defeat, loyalty, mourning, guilt, repentance, and future-oriented
expectation. This reading makes it possible to understand Shi‘ism not as the sum of doctrines,
but within the sphere of social memory and political opposition.5*

In his narrative, the concept of sect ceases to be a frozen list of doctrines and is defined as a
movement formed by historical defeat, political claim, urban milieu, leadership crisis, tribal
relations, and collective memory. This constitutes a strong beginning in German Islamic studies
for reading the history of Islamic sects as religious-political history. Yet it is essential also to
mention the limits of this approach. Wellhausen’s historical realism and Realpolitik-centered
view did not sufficiently encompass kalam developments, the ritual world, intra-sectarian
debates, and the self-narratives of the groups. Realpolitik is used here to mean a historical
reading that thinks less through principles than through relations of power, political
possibilities, and actual balances of rule. Thus, explaining the history of Islamic sects through
the category of political opposition does not fully complete the task of understanding groups
that emerged through modes of understanding and interpreting Islam as a divine religion and
that included theological dimensions in their sectarian formation. Its importance derives from
its use of the sociological modes of explanation rising in Germany as a mode of interpreting
texts and from its attempt to understand with context, going beyond what is explicitly shown in
the text.

Within this framework, Wellhausen’s method can be read as an early and influential example
of the tendency frequently seen in Orientalist readings of kalam and sectarian history to place
issues within their historical context. The tendency of Orientalists to connect theological and

51 The point that stands out in Josef van Ess’s (1934-2021) reading of Shahrastani is also this. al-Milal wa-I-
nihal should not be reduced to a narrow “catalogue of heretical sects”; it should be read as a doxographical
text in which religious and philosophical views are arranged within a particular order of representation.
Josef van Ess, “Sahrastani”, Kleine Schriften by Josef van Ess, ed. Hinrich Biesterfeldt, 3 vols. (Leiden:
Brill, 2018), 2/1538-1552.

52 Julius Wellhausen, Die religiés-politischen Oppositionsparteien im alten Islam (Berlin: Weidmannsche
Buchhandlung, 1901), 3-15, 55-95.

53 Wellhausen, Oppositionsparteien, 3-15.

54 Wellhausen, Oppositionsparteien, 55-95.
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sectarian questions with historical events, environmental conditions, and social ground is
productive in that it moves sects out of abstract catalogues of doctrine and turns them into
historical movements. Yet the same tendency becomes a reductionist model of explanation when
it pushes into the background the internal logic of theological claims, their connection with the
experience of revelation and community, and the self-narratives of sectarian adherents.

5. Bibliographical Control and Source Mapping for the Sources of Islamic Sectarian
History

While Wellhausen gave the history of Islamic sects a historical-political narrative, Carl
Brockelmann was decisive on another level. Carl Brockelmann (1868-1956), a student of
Theodor Noldeke, was one of the German Orientalists who worked in Arabic language and
literature, Semitic languages, Syriac philology, and Turkology. Born in Rostock, he completed
his doctorate in 1890 under Noldeke’s supervision on the relationship between Ibn al-Athir’s al-
Kamil and al-Tabar?’s Tarikh al-rusul wa-l-muliik; he taught in German academic centers such
as Berlin, Erlangen, Breslau, Kénigsberg, Halle, and Hamburg. Brockelmann’s Geschichte der
arabischen Litteratur, known briefly as GAL, is not a directly interpretive monograph for Islamic
studies and the history of Islamic sects, but a vast bibliographical infrastructure that maps the
sources of research.5> The first two volumes were published in Weimar in 1898-1902; the work
was later expanded through additions and corrections that Brockelmann made over
approximately forty years into three supplementary volumes, published in Leiden between 1937
and 1942 under the title Supplementband.>%

Brockelmann made the Arabic written heritage traceable through authors, works, subjects,
periods, manuscripts, printed editions, and library records. Biographical works such as Ibn
Khallikan’s Wafayat al-a'yan, bibliographical sources such as Ibn al-Nadim’s al-Fihrist and
Katib Celebi’s Kashf al-zuniin, and library catalogues in Europe and the Islamic world formed
the material basis of GIAL, his vast work that claimed to cover all Arabic manuscripts known
up to the time of its writing.5” This bibliographical ground was directly connected with Arab-
Islamic manuscripts that had been brought to Western libraries and there entered processes of
preservation, cataloguing, critical editing, and publication. Manuscript collecting became visible
in Orientalist interest especially from the seventeenth century onward;%® later, European
libraries became research centers that held an important portion of the Islamic heritage. In the
German case, the acquisition of manuscripts usually occurred through purchase and donation;
Heidelberg, Berlin, Tubingen, Munich, and other university and state libraries became major
centers in which this heritage was catalogued.>®

This bibliographical approach has a distinct function for the history of Islamic sects. GAL is
not consulted to learn under which political conditions a sect emerged or through which
theological disputes it took shape, but to see which texts exist concerning that sect, to which
authors those texts are attributed, and through which manuscript or printed records they can
be traced. In this sense, Brockelmann provided the conditions of research before providing
direct interpretation. He established the ground on which the researcher could reach the text,
author, manuscript, and library record.®® For this reason, GAL should be read not merely as a
bibliographical reference work, but as an inventory that transformed the written heritage into
an object of research. Brockelmann’s gathering of the traces of Arabic manuscripts in world
libraries was an indirect yet foundational contribution to the history of Islamic sects, for it made
visible through which texts, authors, and manuscript channels a sectarian tradition could be

55 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2 vols. and Supplementbdinde (Leiden: Brill, 1937-
1949). Brockelmann and Ritter’s works did not arise in a vacuum; after figures such as Reiske, Wistenfeld,
Gustav Weil, Eduard Sachau, Eilhard Wiedemann, and Max Meyerhof, who translated, edited, and
presented sources by subject, they represented a more systematic stage. For detailed information, see
Abdurrahman Bedevi, Mevst ‘atii’l-miistesrikin (Beirut: Dar al-Tlm li-1-Malayin, 1993), 390-392.

56 Nuri Yiice, “Brockelmann, Carl”, Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 6 (Istanbul: TDV Yayinlari,
1992), 335-336.

57 Mehmet Kanar, “Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur”, Trirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, 14/35.

58 Abdullah, “al-Mustashriqun al-Almani”, 12-16.

59 Mahmud Hamdi Zakzuk, Oryantalizm veya Medeniyet Hesaplasmasinun Arka Plani, trans. Abdtlaziz Hatip
(izmir: Isik Yayinlari, 1993), 39.

60 Brockelmann’s contribution to the history of Islamic sects in GAL lies less in direct interpretation than in
making traceable the chain of author-work-manuscript-edition.
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followed.

German manuscript cataloguing was not limited to Brockelmann at this point. Ahlwardt’s
ten-volume catalogue of roughly ten thousand manuscripts for the Berlin Library, Pertsch’s
catalogue of the Gottingen manuscripts, Aumer’s work on Munich, Vollers’s on Leipzig,
Seybold’s on Tubingen, and Hartmann’s on the Halle collections clearly show the character of
German Orientalistik as a tradition that first classified the written heritage and then built
research fields on the basis of that classification. These cataloguing activities were not a
secondary technical process for the history of Islamic sects, but a preliminary stage that
determined which sect could be followed through which texts; thus the invisible infrastructure
of modern research on the history of Islamic sects was established here.®!

Modern academic classifications, especially in Turkey, generally treat kalam and the history
of Islamic sects as separate fields of specialization. This distinction is useful for defining
contemporary disciplinary boundaries. Yet it should not be projected back onto the classical
Islamic scholarly tradition in a rigid manner. In that tradition, the classification of sects, the
composition of maqalat and firaq works, and the discussion of doctrinal differences developed
in close connection with theological debates and with the activities of the mutakallimin. The
point, therefore, is not to subsume sectarian history under kalam, but to recognize that the
relevant materials circulated across several genres and disciplines. Within the Islamic sciences,
headings intersect. Creed may appear in tafsir, imamate in figh, firaq in historical works, and
sectarian affiliation in biographical literature. Bibliographical control is therefore a reading
method that goes beyond listing titles and recognizes transitions between disciplines. The calls
by ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Dib and ‘Ali al-Namla to trace quantitatively the production of Orientalists
on the Islamic heritage underline this point. According to ‘Abd al-‘Azim Mahmud al-Dib, in order
to understand the role of Orientalists vis-a-vis the Islamic heritage, the following questions must
first be asked: What was the original volume of this heritage? How much remained after
historical losses? How much of it is in the hands of Muslims, and how much is at the disposal
of Western institutions or Orientalists? What did Muslims and Orientalists do with the materials
in their possession? This quantitative inquiry then requires a qualitative interpretation. Indeed,
in Salah al-Din al-Munajjid’s dictionary, among a sample of ninety-three works published by
Orientalists, Sufism, philosophy, and kalam form the largest group with forty works, or 42
percent, while history and targjim literature form the second largest group with twenty-eight
works, or 30 percent. This shows that Orientalist interest was directed especially toward reading
the Islamic heritage through thought, belief, history, and networks of persons.%2 This picture is
also important for kalam and the history of Islamic sects, because kalam material cannot be
confined to the heading “kalam”; it is dispersed within neighboring fields such as Sufism,
philosophy, history, targjim, tafsir, and the history of religions. Bibliographical research is
therefore a methodological tool not only for identifying which works were edited or published,
but also for understanding which texts Orientalists selected, which fields they foregrounded,
and through which logic of classification they made the Islamic sciences visible.53

6. Critical Editions of Classical Sources for the History of Islamic Sects

Carl Brockelmann’s bibliographical map became, in Hellmut Ritter (1892-1971), an editorial
discipline operated at the level of the text. Ritter was one of the figures who turned manuscripts
from material visible in catalogue records into researchable texts through critical edition,
comparison of witnesses, indexing, and philological explanation. The apparatus criticus, or
simply the apparatus, is the technical section placed below or at the end of an edited text that
shows manuscript variants, choices of reading, and the reasons for establishing the text. While
Brockelmann prepared the ground for the question “which texts exist?”, Ritter answered the
question “how should these texts be read, edited, and opened to scholarly use?”

Ritter’s Istanbul years were particularly decisive for this textual discipline. His presence in
Istanbul between 1927 and 1949 enabled him to see Arabic and Persian manuscripts in Turkish
libraries directly; this opportunity became a strong editorial practice embodied in texts such as

61 Wilhelm Ahlwardt, Verzeichnis der arabischen Handschriften der Kéniglichen Bibliothek zu Berlin, 10 vols.
(Berlin: A. Asher, 1887-1899); ‘Abd Allah, “al-Mustashriqin al-Alman”, 23-24.

62 Shafiya Siddiq, “Ilm al-kalam al-Islami fi kitabat al-mustashriqin: Dirasa ‘ayyinat”, Majallat al-Shari‘a wa-
I-Dirasat al-Islamiyya 15/1 (2022), 18.

63 Abd al-‘Azim Mahmud al-Dib, al-Mustashriqun wa-l-turath, Manstra/Egypt: Dar al-Wafa, 3rd ed., 1992,
16.
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al-Ash‘ar’’s Magqgalat al-Islamiyyin wa-ikhtilaf al-musallin, al-Nawbakhti’s Firaq al-Shi‘a, al-
Safadt’s al-Waft bi-l-wafayat, and ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani’s Asrar al-balagha. For this reason,
Ritter may be seen as a textual scholar who worked to establish securely the source base of
German historiography on Islamic sects.6*

Ritter’s edition of Magalat al-Islamiyyin wa-ikhtilaf al-musallin means, for research on the
history of Islamic sects, the opening of one of the fundamental sources of early Islamic sectarian
and kalam history to modern philological investigation. Attributed to al-Ash‘ari, this work is
one of the most important examples of classical firag and magalat literature. It does not merely
classify sects at the level of names and chains; it also reports comparatively the views of different
schools around theological points of disagreement such as faith, gadar, attributes, tawhid,
imamate, and grave sin. Its critical edition within the framework of Bibliotheca Islamica
increased the usability of firag and magalat literature in modern research.65

One of the texts that concretely shows Ritter’s importance in critical editing and manuscript
texts is his 1929 article “Philologika. IIl. Muhammedanische Haresiographen.” At the beginning
of this essay on “Muslim Heresiographers,” Ritter notes that Ignaz Goldziher had previously
offered a general overview of the old heresiographical literature of Islam, but that knowledge of
the sources had expanded since then. In his view, the full emergence of the material in this field
depended on the systematic examination of Eastern libraries. While stating that he aimed to
complete Goldziher’s list, Ritter notes that he made use of Yusuf Ziya Bey’s% writings in the
llahiyat Fakiiltesi Mecmuast as well as oral communications from Serefettin Bey,%” professor of
dogmatics and history of dogma at Istanbul University.%® The material Ritter examines covers
major questions for the history of Islamic sects, including Kharijism, Shi‘ism, the Mutazila,
debates on imamate, anti-Rafidi polemic, Batinism, Qarmatism, and classical firaq
classifications. In this framework, he records many authors-including al-Yaman b. Ribab, Ja‘'far
b. Harb, Sulayman b. Jarir, al-Karabisi, al-dahiz, al-Khayyat, al-Nawbakhti, al-Ka b1, al-Ash'ari,
‘Abd al-Jabbar, al-Baghdadi, al-Isfara’ini, Ibn Hazm, al-Shahrastani, Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn al-
Murtada-together with their works, sectarian positions, and traces of quotation in later sources.
One prominent feature of Ritter’s article is that he lists firaqg and magalat literature through
individual work titles and shows in which manuscripts these works are preserved, which
editions exist, in which sources they are quoted, and with which sectarian debates they are
associated. Ritter states that he will list authors from whose works at least one quotation is
known. Giving information about several of them is useful for seeing Ritter’s mode of
presentation. In this framework, he introduces al-Yaman b. Ribab as a Kharijite, first a Tha‘labi
and then a Bayhasi, from Khurasan. He records that, according to the Fihrist, al-Yaman b.
Ribab wrote a Kitab al-maqalat. He notes that some later quotations concerning the Kharijites
may have come from this book.5°

In the section on al-Jahiz, Ritter introduces him as a Mu‘tazili, a student of al-Nazzam, who
died in 255/869. He notes that very few of al-Jahiz’s theological writings have survived. Among
these writings he lists texts such as Risala ft nafy al-tashbih, Risala ft l-nabita, Risala ft bayan

64+ Angelika Neuwirth - Armin Bassarak, ed., Hellmut Ritter und die DMG in Istanbul, Pera-Blatter 15 (Istanbul:
Orient-Institut der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft, Abteilung Istanbul, 1997), 24.

65 Ebu’l-Hasan el-Es‘ari, Kitab Maqalat al-islamiyyin wa-ihtilaf al-musallin, ed. Hellmut Ritter, Bibliotheca
Islamica 1 (istanbul: Devlet Matbaasi, 1929/1930).

66 The “Yusuf Ziya Bey” mentioned by Ritter is most probably Yusuf Ziya Yortiikan. The page range given by
Ritter corresponds to two articles by Yértikan titled “Sehristani” published in Dartilfiinun llahiyat Fakiiltesi
Mecmuast: no. 3, pp. 263-314; no. 5-6, pp. 187-277. The TDV entry also states that these two articles were
later published under the title Abu-’l-FathSehristani. The fact that Ritter refers to oral information from
Serefettin Bey immediately after Yusuf Ziya Bey also shows Ritter’s contact with the Dartlfinun Faculty
of Theology milieu in Istanbul.

67 The person Ritter mentions in the article as “Serefettin Bey, professor of dogmatics and history of dogma
at Istanbul University” is Mehmet Serefettin Yaltkaya. Yaltkaya taught the history of kalam and Islamic
thought at the Dartlftinun Faculty of Theology and was known in the early Republican theological milieu
for his works on kalam, sectarian history, and Batinism. His Kelam Tarihi and his writings in Dartilftinun
fldhiyat Fakliltesi Mecmuast, such as “Yezidiler,” “Batinilik Tarihi,” and “Turk Kelamcilari,” are important
in showing the contact of the Istanbul theological milieu cited by Ritter with the history of Islamic sects.
See Ismail Kara, “Yaltkaya, Mehmet Serefettin,” Ttirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: TDV
Yayinlari, 2013).

68 Hellmut Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, Der Islam 18 (1929), 34.

69 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 35.

https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/emakalat



22 « From Nineteenth-Century Orientalistik to Twentieth-Century Islamwissenschaft

madhahib al-Shi‘a, and al-Radd ‘ala l-nasara. Ritter records that al-Jahiz defended the ‘Uthmani
position on the question of imamate and that the treatise he wrote in favor of the ‘Uthmaniyya
against the Rafida is extant. Ritter gives this treatise under the title Magalat al-'Uthmaniyya,
states that it is found in the Képrtlti 815 manuscript, and says that while the treatise opposes
the Shi‘a and the cult of ‘Alj, it treats the question of tafdil al-sahaba.”®

In the section on al-Nawbakhti, Ritter introduces al-Hasan b. Musa al-Nawbakhti as an
Imami author and states that he lived around 300/912. Ritter writes that only quotations
remain from al-Nawbakhti’s Kitab al-ard’ wa-l-diyanat. He notes that these quotations are
preserved in al-Mas‘tidi and in Ibn al-Jdawzi’s Talbis Iblis concerning the Greek philosophers,
Jahm, Hisham b. al-Hakam, Mugatil b. Sulayman, Nu‘aym b. Hammad, and Dawud al-
Jawaribi. He also records that a quotation from al-Nawbakhti’s al-Radd ‘ala l-ghulat is found in
Talbis Iblis. For Firaq al-Shi‘a, he states that one manuscript was in London in the possession
of M. Ellis, that Ellis sent him a photograph of this manuscript, but that the copy was in poor
condition. He adds that a second manuscript was in Baghdad in the possession of the teacher
of Sayyid Hibat al-Din al-Shahrastani, that the Sayyid summarized the first part, had the
second part copied, and that a copy of this manuscript reached Ritter. Ritter explicitly writes
that he hopes to publish Firaqg al-Shi‘a.”

In the section on al-Ash‘ari, Ritter gives Abti I-Hasan ‘Ali b. Isma ‘1l al-Ash‘ari as a figure who
lived between 260-324/873-936. He mentions Ibn ‘Asakir’s Bayan kadhb al-muftart fima nusiba
ila Abt l-Hasan al-Ash‘art as one of the main sources for al-Ash‘ar?’s life. To the manuscripts
noted by Brockelmann and Spitta he adds the Jarullah 1127 and Karacelebizade Htisameddin
234 copies. Among al-Ash‘ari’s extant works, he lists al-Ibana ‘an ustil al-din, Risala fi istthsan
al-khawd fi l-kalam, al-Luma’, al-Iman, and Risala katabaha ila ahl al-thaghr bi-bab al-abwab.
Concerning Magalat al-Islamiyyin, he states that this work presents in detail the doctrines of
the Islamic sects and gives broad space to the Mu‘tazila. Ritter records that he is publishing the
work on the basis of the manuscripts Paris 1453, Ayasofya 2363, Ayasofya 2366, and
Hyderabad Madhahib 27.72

With respect to Qadi 1-Qudat ‘Abd al-Jabbar, Ritter introduces Tathbit dala’il nubuwwat
sayyidind Muhammad as an important text containing a detailed reckoning with the sects,
especially Shi'i sects. He notes that in the Sehid Ali Pasa 1575 manuscript, fols. 143-154
concern the Qarmatians, while fol. 250b and the following pages concern the main Shi‘i sects
of the author’s own time.”3

In the section on al-Shahrastani, Ritter introduces Abu 1-Fath Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim
al-Shahrastani as an Ash‘ar1 author. He notes that Yusuf Ziya Bey wrote on al-Shahrastani and
the magalat literature. On the basis of al-Shahrastani’s al-Musara‘a wa-l-mudara‘a, Ritter
reports certain information concerning his relationship with his patron, Sayyid Majd al-Din Abt
1-Qasim ‘All b. Ja‘far al-Musawi, the naqib al-ashraf of Tirmidh. He states that Shahrastani
wrote all of his books for this Alid patron and also dedicated al-Milal wa-l-nihal to him. Ritter
writes that this respect may have influenced the tone of the work.74

One point that should be emphasized in this framework is Ritter’s careful consideration of
the author’s position, textual circulation, and context of composition in evaluating
heresiographical texts. His evaluation of al-Jahiz together with the ‘Uthmaniyya-Rafida debate
and the question of tafdil alsahaba, his tracing of al-Nawbakhti’s Firaq al-Shi‘a through
available manuscript copies, summary, copy, and transmission, and his discussion of the tone
of al-Milal wa-l-nihal in relation to al-Shahrastani’s Alid patron show that the text is treated
together with its author, addressee, sectarian ground, and transmission process. Ritter does
not turn these observations into an explicit methodological discussion, yet the details he
provides show that he seeks to understand heresiographical texts within their historical and
sectarian contexts.”>

In this context, a cautious parallel may be drawn between Ritter’s mode of reading and the

70 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Héaresiographen”, 37.
71 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 39.
72 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 40.
73 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 47.
74 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 49.
75 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 49.
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hermeneutical approach later systematized philosophically by Hans-Georg Gadamer. In
Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics, understanding occurs as an encounter between the
historical horizon of the text and the historical horizon of the reader. The text cannot be grasped
fully without considering its tradition, history of transmission, linguistic world, and the author’s
position. Since Ritter’s 1929 article predates Gadamer’s Wahrheit und Methode, published in
1960, it is not chronologically possible to speak of a direct Gadamerian influence on Ritter.
Nevertheless, Ritter’s philological mode of reading may be evaluated within the same problem-
field as the historical-hermeneutical sensitivity that Gadamer would later articulate at a
theoretical level. Ritter’s noting of al-Shahrastani’s relationship with his patron, his
consideration of the tone of al-Milal wa-l-nihal in light of that relationship, his treatment of al-
Jahiz within the debates on imamate and the superiority of the Companions, and his tracing of
al-Nawbakhtt’s work through manuscript circulation are important in this respect. Here the
text is not treated as a fixed and contextless repository of information; it is evaluated within a
specific sectarian debate, purpose of composition, transmission process, and reading circle.?®

Within this framework, Ritter’s work clarifies the meaning of critical editing for the history of
Islamic sects. A critical edition is not merely the act of preparing a classical text for print. Which
manuscripts will be taken as the basis, how differences between manuscripts will be evaluated,
how scribal errors will be eliminated, how concepts will be read, and with which explanations
the text will be presented to the scholarly world are all parts of the editorial process. In firag
and magalat texts this process becomes even more important, because even a small lexical
difference may cause the view of a sect or the historical position of a group to be understood
differently.

For this reason, the critical edition should not be treated as a merely technical preparatory
stage in research on the history of Islamic sects. In kalam and firaq texts, the choice of
manuscript, the choice of concept, the manner of completing missing or problematic passages,
the evaluation of earlier editions, and the presentation of manuscript material produce direct
interpretive consequences. Ritter’s severe criticism of the edition of al-Baghdadi’s al-Farq bayn
al-firaq, his statement that he based his edition of al-Ash‘ar’’s Magqgalat al-Islamiyyin on four
manuscripts, and his item-by-item recording of the manuscripts of al-Shahrastani’s al-Milal wa-
[-nihal concretize this point. Thus, critical editing becomes in the historiography of Islamic sects
a fundamental methodological intervention that opens the text to research while at the same
time determining the conceptual and historical direction of that research.?””

Ritter’s editorial work is also significant because of how it was received by his
contemporaries. Rudolf Strothmann regarded the publication of al-Ash‘ari’s work as a turning
point in Islamische Konfessionskunde. For Strothmann, Ritter had performed difficult work by
presenting an almost flawless reading of a complicated text and by making possible a reliable
use of the source.”® This evaluation shows that Ritter’s edition was not merely a philological
success; it was also perceived within the scholarship of the period as a new ground for research
on Islamic confessions and sects.”®

7. Specialization in the Context of Shi‘i Studies and the Turn toward Intra-Sectarian
Sources

Another important stage in German historiography on Islamic sects is the transformation of
Shi1 studies into a specialized field based on intra-sectarian sources. In this context, Rudolf
Strothmann (1877-1960) occupies a central place. Strothmann is one of the figures who
developed textual and historical studies on the Zaydis, Twelver Shi‘ism, and Isma‘1li literature
in the German Orientalist tradition. His work shows that Shi‘ism was no longer treated merely
as a sect classified from the outside in classical firaq books, but began to be studied through
its own texts, authorities, doctrinal debates, and legal-political literature.

Strothmann’s article “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ari,” written

76 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode: Grundziige einer philosophischen Hermeneutik (Ttbingen: J.
C. B. Mohr/Paul Siebeck, 1960).

77 Ritter, “Philologika III: Muhammedanische Haresiographen”, 49.

78 Rudolf Strothmann, “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des A§‘ari”, Der Islam 19 (1931),
242.

79 Strothmann’s evaluation appears in his article on Hellmut Ritter’s edition of al-Ash‘ari, “Islamische
Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ar1”. The article evaluates al-Ash‘arT’s Magalat al-islamiyyin
both as classical material for the history of Islamic sects and in terms of modern text editing.
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on Ritter’s edition of al-Ash‘ari, is important in terms of method. In this article, Strothmann
explicitly states that Islamic Konfessionskunde is still at an immature stage and that a solid
reconstruction of the field is possible through critical editions of basic sources. According to
him, al-Ash‘ari’s Magaldt is the main source not only for Sunni heresiography but also for the
early history of Islamic theological disputes. He emphasizes that the value of Ritter’s edition lies
in making such a difficult source usable through philological reliability.8°

Strothmann also points out the limits of using al-Ash‘ari. Al-Ash‘ari’s work gives broad space
to the Mu'tazila and early theological debates, yet it transmits many groups through an external
classificatory perspective. For this reason, a history of Islamic sects based solely on such
sources would remain incomplete. Strothmann therefore places the need to turn to intra-
sectarian texts at the center of his work. In his view, a sect must be understood not only through
the way it is represented in its opponents’ classifications, but also through the texts it produced
itself, the authorities it recognized, and the doctrinal and legal problems it discussed
internally.8! This methodological caution is also visible in Strothmann’s approach to sectarian
boundaries. According to him, sects should not be conceived as closed circles separated from
one another by absolute lines.82 This point is particularly important for Shi‘i studies. Although
the question of imamate plays a central role within Shi‘ism, different answers emerged on issues
such as the definition of faith, human acts, gadar, anthropomorphism, the createdness of the
Qur’an, irja’, Mu'tazili influences, and legal affiliation. Strothmann formulates this as follows:
“Each main doctrine intersects with variable answers given to other questions that occupied the
whole Islamic world. Especially within the Shi‘a, differences on such secondary questions had
to acquire a special breadth and sharpness.”®3 In this framework, Shi‘ism in Strothmann’s text
is followed through different conceptions of imamate, different theological preferences, and
different literary milieus.

Strothmann’s early Zaydi studies are concrete examples of this orientation. His article “Die
Literatur der Zaiditen,” published in two parts in Der Islam in 1910 and 1911, and his books
Das Staatsrecht der Zaiditen and Der Kultus der Zaiditen display an effort to understand
Zaydism through its own legal and religious literature.8* In these works, Zaydism is not treated
merely as a sub-branch of Shi‘ism; it is examined through its imamate doctrine, legal texts,
political theory, and cultic practices. Strothmann makes al-Qasim al-Rassi and the Zaydi imams
central for understanding this tradition, and he characterizes al-Qasim as the initiator of
conscious Zaydi writing.85 The manuscript and correspondence network studied by Sabine
Schmidtke shows that Strothmann’s Zaydi studies were nourished by a broad scholarly
exchange involving figures such as Carl Heinrich Becker, Ignaz Goldziher, Eugenio Griffini, and
Cornelis van Arendonk.86

In “Die Literatur der Zaiditen,” Strothmann discusses Zaydi literature not merely as a list of
works, but through the internal memory of the sect. He draws attention to the fact that Zaydi
sources preserve the biographies of imams, legal debates, rules of public order, and the doctrinal
limits of the imamate. Thus, the Zaydi tradition appears as a literature that combines
theological, legal, and political dimensions. Strothmann states that Zaydi works should be
followed through authors, manuscript copies, transmission lines, and the fields of problem they
address.87

The imamate is at the center of Strothmann’s reading of Zaydism. In his view, the Zaydi
conception of imamate makes it possible to see both the Shi‘i character of the sect and its
difference from the Imami line. In Zaydi thought, the imam should belong to the descendants

80 Strothmann, “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ari”, 194.

81 Strothmann, “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ari”, 197.

82  Strothmann, “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ar1”, 227.

83 Strothmann, “Islamische Konfessionskunde und das Sektenbuch des As‘ari”, 226.

84 For Strothmann’s early Zaydi studies, see Rudolf Strothmann, Das Staatsrecht der Zaiditen (Strassburg:
Trubner, 1912); Rudolf Strothmann, Der Kultus der Zaiditen (Strassburg: Triibner, 1912).

85 Strothmann, “Die Literatur der Zaiditen”, 54.

86 For this manuscript and correspondence network, see Sabine Schmidtke, The Beginnings of Shi‘i Studies
in Germany: Rudolf Strothmann and His Correspondence with Carl Heinrich Becker, Ignaz Goldziher, Eugenio
Griffini, and Cornelis van Arendonk, 1910 through 1926 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society
Press, 2023), xii-xiv.

87 Strothmann, “Die Literatur der Zaiditen”, 49.
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of ‘Al and Fatima; he must possess knowledge, justice, courage, and the capacity to rise openly.
Yet he is not conceived as a hidden or infallible figure in the Imam1 sense. For Strothmann, this
conception transforms the democratic expression of the orthodox community into a
monarchical expression: the figure of the imam replaces the umma, that is, the whole
community.88

In this context, the Zaydi conception of imamate becomes a central example for showing the
doctrinal position of Zaydism within Shi‘ism. In the Zaydi line, the rights of the descendants of
‘All are defended; however, the transformation of imamate into a closed hereditary chain, the
representation of the imam as a figure possessing transcendent knowledge, and the
centralization of the idea of the hidden Mahdi are not accepted. In Strothmann’s evaluation of
Zaydi literature, the question of imamate is also joined with legal and political thought. In Zaydi
texts, issues of siyar and state law are treated together with topics such as the law of war,
relations with non-Muslim elements, booty, public order, and the rights and duties of the imam.
Strothmann’s analysis of Zaydi state law is therefore organized around the imam not merely as
a doctrinal figure, but also as military leader, juristic authority, administrator, and head of the
political community.89

Within this framework, Strothmann’s Zaydi studies are noteworthy because they show the
stage at which Shi‘i studies in German Orientalism turned toward intra-sectarian sources. In
his writings, Zaydism does not remain a name appearing in firaq books; it is examined through
figures such as al-Qasim al-Rassi, the doctrine of imamate, Zaydi figh literature, ideas of
political order, and the written memory of the sect. Strothmann’s interest later broadened to
the fields of Imamism and Isma‘ilism. After the First World War, when working on Twelver
Shi‘ism, he turned to the Imami intellectual milieu of the Mongol period through Nasir al-Din
al-Tust and Ibn Tawus; in the field of Isma‘ilism, he encountered more difficult problems such
as access to manuscripts, textual attribution, and closed literary circles.9°

After Strothmann, Shi‘1 studies continued and deepened under different headings in the
works of scholars such as Wilferd Madelung and Heinz Halm. Madelung treated the theory of
imamate, early Islamic politics, Zaydism, and Imami debates within a broader historical
framework, while Halm examined Shi‘ism especially through Isma‘1li traditions, ritual memory,
and historical symbolism. These later developments are not examined here in detail, since the
present article is concerned primarily with the formative methodological thresholds that
prepared the ground for twentieth-century German historiography on Islamic sects. Within this
more limited framework, Strothmann stands at the beginning of a decisive line: he turned
toward Zaydi texts, followed the question of imamate through intra-sectarian literature, and
approached classical heresiographical material with source criticism. Thus, in German
historiography on Islamic sects, Shi‘ism gradually moved beyond the position of an externally
classified firaq field and became a specialized domain studied through manuscripts, imam
biographies, doctrinal debates, legal texts, and intra-sectarian memory.

Conclusion

This study has argued that the German tradition extending from nineteenth-century
Orientalistik to twentieth-century Islamwissenschaft contributed to the historiography of
Islamic sects above all by constructing the source-based and methodological conditions under
which sectarian formations could become objects of modern academic inquiry. Its most
distinctive contribution was not that it offered final or fully adequate interpretations of Islamic
sects, but that it made many of the relevant texts identifiable, accessible, comparable, editable,
and historically analyzable. Manuscript catalogues, bibliographical inventories, critical editions,
translations, and source-critical practices formed the infrastructure through which firaq,
magalat, and intra-sectarian materials entered modern scholarship as researchable corpora.

88 In this context he stated: “The democratic expression of the orthodox is transformed into a monarchical
expression. The figure of the imam replaces the umma, the whole community.” Strothmann, “Die Literatur
der Zaiditen”, 66.

89  See Rudolf Strothmann, Das Staatsrecht der Zaiditen (Strassburg: Verlag von Karl J. Tribner, 1912), 1-2,
42-43

9 For Strothmann’s later Shi‘i studies, see Rudolf Strothmann, Die Zwélfer-Schia: Zwei religionsgeschichtliche
Charakterbilder aus der Mongolenzeit (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1926); Rudolf Strothmann, Gnosis-Texte der
Ismailiten (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1943); Diya’addin Isma‘il b. Hibatalldh, Ismailitischer
Koran-Kommentar, ed. Rudolf Strothmann (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1944-1955).
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This conclusion requires a shift in how the German tradition is evaluated. Its scholarly
importance should be located less in the correctness of its individual interpretations and more
in the methodological apparatus it developed for working with texts. German Orientalist
scholarship helped transform classical sectarian materials from scattered, manuscript-based,
and often polemically transmitted sources into objects of philological, historical, and
comparative analysis. In this respect, the historiography of Islamic sects in the German tradition
was shaped not simply by doctrinal classification, but by a broader regime of source
construction: identifying texts, tracing authorship, comparing manuscript variants,
establishing editions, organizing bibliographical knowledge, and situating sectarian reports
within historical contexts.

At the same time, this contribution must be approached critically. The philological and
bibliographical achievements of German scholarship did not make its interpretations neutral.
The same literature that made many sources usable also carried external, historicist,
classificatory, and at times reductionist assumptions. Islamic sects were often read from outside
their own theological and communal self-understandings; political explanation could
overshadow doctrinal continuity, and classification could replace attention to lived religious
meaning. The central tension, therefore, lies between philological achievement and interpretive
reduction. A sound assessment must hold these two dimensions together.

For Muslim researchers, this means that the German Orientalist legacy should be used
neither defensively nor submissively. Its catalogues, editions, bibliographies, and source-critical
observations remain valuable tools for the study of firaq and maqalat literature, manuscript
transmission, and the historical formation of sectarian discourse. Yet these tools must be read
together with intra-sectarian sources, Islamic scholarly categories, and a critical awareness of
the conceptual assumptions embedded in European academic classifications. The task is not
to reject this literature wholesale, but to use it with methodological control.

The article’s contribution to Turkish scholarship on the history of Islamic sects lies precisely
in this methodological reframing. It proposes that German Orientalistik/Islamwissenschaft
should be examined not only as a body of Orientalist interpretations, but also as a tradition
that shaped source construction, bibliographical control, critical edition, and historical
contextualization. Such a reading enables Turkish Islamic sectarian historiography to move
beyond two inadequate positions: reducing Orientalist literature to distortion or treating its
philological production as assumption-free scholarship. The more productive path is to benefit
from its source-based achievements while critically reassessing its classifications, historical
narratives, and interpretive limits.

Thus, the main result of this study is that the German tradition contributed to the
historiography of Islamic sects not merely at the level of content, but at the level of method. It
helped build the modern source basis of the field, while also imposing interpretive frameworks
that require scrutiny. Recognizing this double structure allows for a more balanced engagement
with German Islamwissenschaft: one that acknowledges its role in making sectarian materials
visible and usable, without overlooking the external and sometimes reductive assumptions
through which those materials were interpreted.
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