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This paper critically assesses Christopher Ferrard’s (d. 2024) Balagha; “ilm al-adab;
contributions to the study of nineteenth-century Ottoman  Ottoman rhetoric; Edebiyat-
rhetorical scholarship. In particular, it examines Ferrard’s definition ~ ¢edide; ‘ulim al-adabiyya
of rhetoric as necessarily grounded in national literary traditions

and his assessment of the scholarly output based on its alignment

with a nation-centric approach. We demonstrate how this

conceptual framework results in favorable evaluations of scholars

who advocated for a nation-centric approach while leading to

negative assessments of those who upheld the universality of

baldgha and sought to vernacularize it in the Ottoman context. We

conclude by advocating for further research that offers more

comprehensive accounts of Ottoman rhetorical thought, balancing

universalist and particularist perspectives.

With earlier trends privileging Western-centric paradigms gradually giving way to more
inclusive approaches, scholars have started to pay, as far as possible, closer attention to
non-Western traditions with a fresh eye. Islamic literary sciences—and baldgha (often
translated as rhetoric) in particular—constitute one such tradition that has yet to
receive the scholarly attention it merits within the Anglophone academic discourse.
While there is a growing body of scholarship on this tradition and the non-Western lit-
erary theory more broadly, this goal remains to be fully achieved." Many of these tra-
ditions—and Islamic literary theories in particular—have yet to be thoroughly studied
and reintegrated into broader scholarly discussions.

This article examines Christopher Ferrard’s (d. 2024) work, which to date is the only
major contribution in English directly addressing nineteenth-century Ottoman
Turkish developments in balagha.> Our analysis focuses on several distinct aspects of
Ferrard’s study: his conceptual definition of rhetoric, his historical overview of the
baldgha tradition, his perspective on the universality of baldgha, his approach to the
efforts aiming for vernacularization, his representation of intellectual developments
in the balagha tradition following ‘Abd al-Qahir b. al-Jurjani (d. 1078 or 1081), his por-
trayal of the contributions by figures such as Namik Kemal (d. 1888), Recaizade
Mahmud Ekrem (d. 1914), and finally, his depiction of insha’ (often translated as
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composition and prose) and baldgha. This focused investigation reveals that Ferrard
defines rhetoric primarily in terms of its emergence solely within the context of
national languages and literatures, which does not fully engage with alternative views
within the tradition that emphasize baldgha’s broader applicability across linguistic
and cultural contexts.

Our analysis indicates that Ferrard’s influential, yet problematic scholarly framework
aligns closely with earlier Orientalist perspectives, notably those articulated by Elias John
Wilkinson Gibb (d. 1901). This alignment reveals a significant literary unity of horizon
between Orientalist scholarship and proponents of the “new literature” movement in
Ottoman intellectual circles. As noted by Victoria Holbrook and Nagihan Giir in the
case of Gibb, Ferrard serves as an external observer whose scholarship has contributed
to solidifying nation-centric literary frameworks within Turkey, that is, frameworks
claiming that a literary theory or history can be defined and analyzed solely within the
context of the national tradition to which it is assumed to belong.* This influence is
notably reflected in the official literary periodization that categorizes literature produced
between 1911 and 1923 as milli (national) literature, framing earlier periods as insuffi-
ciently national. This idea was later state sanctioned through curricula, regulations,
and the commission of books.” Such a stance has been further reinforced in the works
of scholars, including Ahmet Hamdi Tanpinar (d. 1962) and Kazim Yetis as we will elab-
orate on later in the article.

Baldgha, as literary theory and rhetoric, was a staple of the medrese curriculum for a
thousand years. Yet the term baldgha itself—and related Arabo-Islamic concepts like
adab or i‘jaz—resists neat translation into English.® This extensive tradition, spanning
centuries, gradually diminished in prominence. By the second half of the twentieth
century, many scholars predominantly neglected that Islamic civilization had hosted
diverse traditions encompassing poetics, literary theory, criticism, and composition.”
Wen-chin Ouyang recounts a personal anecdote from an interview at the University
of Virginia, where her interlocutor “cocked one eyebrow™® skeptically, questioning
whether medieval Arabic literary criticism existed. Indeed, literary criticism existed in
the so-called “medieval” Islamic inquiry into poetry, both in the sense of literary criticism
and composition; a philosophical inquiry into the nature of the Qur’an; a linguistically
oriented approach that took poetry as its main witness (shahid); and a proper tradition
of rhetoric in the Aristotelian sense. While it is not easy to translate baldgha as either “lit-
erary theory” or “rhetoric” proper, it is clear that the Muslim world has been preoccupied
with a unique line of research (first as ‘ilm al-adab in the classical sense and then as adab/
edebiyat in the modern sense) on the theoretical and practical aspects of speech, poetry,
communication and literature writ large.’

Rifa‘a Rafi al-Tahtawi’s (d. 1873) Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz translated as An
Imam in Paris, takes great pains to document and introduce tens of “modern” sciences
necessary for the progress of the Muslim world, and Egypt in particular. Rifa'a Rafi* al-
Tahtawl equates baldgha and the Frank rhetoric, stating that, “This is the science of
elegant expressions, or the science of making the expression appropriate to what is
required by the circumstances. [...] Viewed from this angle, this science is not peculiar
to the Arabic tongue but can be found in any other language.”'® Nevertheless, in his tre-
mendous undertaking of the nahda, al-Tahtawi only tangentially mentions this discipline
in a few pages, claiming that:
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But as this science is more complete and more perfected in Arabic than in other languages,
especially the art of style ornaments and tropes [badi’], and as it is poorly developed in Euro-
pean languages, it may seem that it is one of the specialties of Arabic. The eloquence of the
style ofltlhe Qur’an, which was sent down to man as an inimitable creation, is exclusive to
Arabic.

As we will see, this trust in tradition slowly vanished over time. In fact, in the emergent
Arabic national literature movement, al-Tahtawl’s reference to his readers to medrese
books on balagha came to represent only a minor approach, later lost to oblivion.
Haifa Al-Faisal rightly claims that a colonial epistemic shift occurred, and baldgha
began to be viewed as part of the great inhitat (decline) of the Muslim world’s progress,
with the only solution being to abandon baldgha in favor of a Western literary theory."”
As we will see in the works written in Ottoman Turkish, the decline paradigm and a sub-
sequent revolution was wholeheartedly embraced by some scholars themselves.'?

The structure of this article comprises two main sections, aiming to offer an in-depth
assessment of Ferrard’s contributions on Ottoman rhetorical scholarship. Section 1 con-
textualizes Ferrard’s scholarship and outlines his central arguments, focusing on his
nation-centric conceptual framework. Section 2 examines Ferrard’s enduring influence
on Ottoman Studies by illuminating his scholarly connections to Orientalist figures
such as Gibb, tracing how his interpretations have impacted modern Turkish academic
discourse and highlighting overlooked universalist perspectives. By situating Ferrard’s
arguments within the broader context of Orientalist and late Ottoman discourses, we
show how his framework reinforces narratives of decline and revival, thus obscuring
the nuanced diversity inherent in late-Ottoman intellectual life.

Section 1: a nation-centric approach to rhetoric/literary theory

Dr. Christopher Ferrard occupies a complex and somewhat enigmatic position of note
within the field of Ottoman Studies through his dissertation “Ottoman Contributions
to Islamic Rhetoric.” His doctoral thesis, supervised by John R. Walsh until his death
(d. 1975) at the University of Edinburgh, laid the foundation for his lifelong engagement
with Ottoman literary studies. After defending his dissertation at the University of Edin-
burgh in 1979, Ferrard’s career took an unexpected turn, steering him toward business
rather than academia. Yet his intellectual contributions continue to resonate, situating
him within a lineage of prominent Orientalist scholars such as Joseph von Hammer-
Purgstall (d. 1856), Gibb, James William Redhouse (d. 1892), and Laurence Paul
Elwell-Sutton (d. 1984), whose work significantly shaped Western perceptions of
Islamic literature.'* Much like Gibb, Ferrard’s work reveals a staunch advocacy for the
“new literature”'” emerging in Ottoman Turkish—a perspective he so fervently cham-
pioned that his views often blurred the lines between an Orientalist scholar and a
Turkish intellectual deeply invested in this literary transformation.

Ferrard’s intellectual framework appears heavily indebted to Gibb best known for his
History of Ottoman Poetry'® (1900-1909; Tarih-i Es‘ar-1 Osmaniyye). This six-volume
work surveys five centuries of Ottoman poetry, from Mawlana Jalal al-Din al-Rami to
Ziya Pasa, and includes many poems that Gibb selected and translated into English,
some of which notably originated from Ta'lim-i Edebiyat, authored by Recaizade
Mahmud Ekrem.'” Ferrard’s entries on Gibb and Elwell-Sutton in the TDV Islam
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Ansiklopedisi (TDV Islam Encyclopaedia) further demonstrate his dedication to docu-
menting and analyzing the contributions of key Orientalist scholars. They also reflect
the continuation of this Orientalist lineage.'® Ferrard’s reliance on Gibb’s ideas
amplifies a narrative that prioritizes monolingual nation-centric perspectives.

Although Ferrard did not pursue a standard academic career, his influence persisted.
In addition to his contributions in the related fields, Ferrard co-edited a special issue of
The Journal of Ottoman Studies (1988) focusing on critical advancements in Ottoman
studies. This issue remains a significant resource for scholars in the field."”” He also
encouraged a number of scholars underscoring his enduring presence in academic
circles.”® His connection to Turkish academia is further evidenced by his articles pub-
lished in journals such as Tiirk Dili ve Edebiyat: and Osmanli Arastirmalar: which main-
tain their relevance today.

Ferrard’s scholarship appears to be cited across various fields, underscoring its broad
impact. It informs, for instance, studies on classical Turkish literature pedagogy (Tanzi-
mat and Republican periodsZI), medrese curricula,”? Ottoman court history,23 Ottoman
libraries®* and divan poetry editing.”® As Ferrard’s ideas serve as a point of reference for
late Ottoman intellectual historians, Yetis rarely cites Ferrard directly but often para-
phrases his ideas nearly verbatim, perpetuating the same nation-centric framework.*®

In his dissertation, Ferrard provides a broad overview of the development of Ottoman
contributions to Islamic rhetoric, focusing particularly on the attempts to develop an
Ottoman rhetoric distinct from traditional Arabic models. He starts acknowledging
the inherent complexities of defining rhetoric. Recognizing that no single definition
can encompass the full scope of rhetoric, he proposes a more expansive understanding:
rhetoric, he argues cannot be confined to a single function, nor does it stem from a uni-
versal need across literate societies. The development of rhetoric in antiquity, he con-
trasts, took shape as forensic rhetoric—a science fostering persuasive, effective speech
—whereas in the Islamic world, it sprang from literary criticism.”” He further dis-
tinguishes rhetoric from formal literary criticism;

Having analyzed the works that make up a tradition and having formed a literary theory
thereupon, the critic can apply this to a particular work, to evaluate it within that tradition.
The words literary tradition” has been emphasized to avoid the erroneous supposition that a
literary theory evolved from works in one language may, with some validity, be applied to a
particular work in another language.”®

Ferrard’s emphasis on a national “literary tradition” function as a leitmotif throughout
his analysis, yet he provides little explicit justification for his insistence that a successful
theory must originate from a monolingual national context. It seems he views this pos-
ition as an incontrovertible premise that does not require further justification.

Having defined literary theory and rhetoric in terms that incorporate a national
dimension, Ferrard shifts his focus to the historical development of Islamic rhetoric,
identifying a pivotal moment in its evolution: Jalal al-Din al-Qazwini’s Talkhis al-
miftdh.29 He notes that Sakkaki’® (d. 1229) and al-Qazwini (d. 1338) abridged the pro-
found analyses of al-Jurjani’' thus stripping much of the unique depth that characterized
al-JurjanT’s contribution: “The final stage in the development of rhetoric came with the
establishment of a textbook which would dominate the field to the exclusion of all
other original works.”>> This abridgment and subsequent incorporation into the
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medrese curriculum led to what Ferrard describes as the fossilization of Islamic rhetoric:
“There then followed a proliferation of super-commentaries and glosses,” their number
bearing witness to the alleged inadequacy of the standard textbook.” Hence, the prolifer-
ation of commentaries, in his view, indicates Talkhis’s shortcomings and a broader stag-
nation within the discipline. Ferrard also argues that, though the Talkhis may represent
an Islamic theory of literature, it was used chiefly as a style manual in the medrese. Thus,
he contends these two functions—style and literary theory—were never clearly distin-
guished. This overlap allegedly contributed to the challenges faced by Ottoman scholars
in developing a rhetoric suited to their language.

Continuing Ferrard highlights that scholars still lack direct knowledge of the medrese
curriculum, noting, “today’s scholar is still relatively ignorant of the titles of the books,
the manner of their presentation, and the level at which they were taught.”** Based on
this, he speculates that the medrese syllabus changed little from the fourteenth century
until the mid-nineteenth century; attributing the medreses a uniform character and
giving this a scholastic flavor. These books, Ferrard notes, were memorized by gener-
ations of medrese students, though likely fully understood by few.”®

Ferrard delves into the dual cultural orientation of the Ottoman literati, who navigated
between Iranian and Arabic influences, acknowledging that the medrese did not hold a
monopoly on higher education, and rhetoric could be studied through works outside the
syllabus:

The Ottoman literati were men of divided cultural orientation, within each two personae
ever vying for dominance. Just as the Renaissance Italians accepted and cultivated the
two distinct traditions of pagan Hellenism and Judeo-Christianity, the Ottomans looked
towards Persia and the Arabic-speaking world. The former represented his aesthetic
values, embodied in poetry as diverse as that of Jalaladdin Rami and Hafiz, while the
latter held his scholastic tradition, kept alive in the medrese curriculum.”®

Ferrard notes that Iranian poets “delighting in ambiguity and allusion, they affect a mode
which blurs the edges of reality and pursues the spiritual with metaphors drawn from the
profane.”” In contrast, the Arabic model is described as “literal and precise, attempting
to establish truth by defining the spiritual in the language of logic.”*® He claims that
Ottoman scholars’ efforts to reconcile these two traditions were repeatedly challenged
by the persistent threat of Puritanism.

Examining specific works, Ferrard discusses Manazir al-insha’ by Mahmud b. Shayban
b. Muhammad Gilani, known as Hace-i Cihan® (fl. 18th century), highlighting how the
author relegated the Talkhis to an ancillary status:

When dealing with the faults incidental to fesahat, he quotes the examples in the Talkhis,
explains them, and then proceeds to illustrate the point with several Persian couplets of
his own choice. By presenting the rhetorical theory by way of a preamble to the main
section of his work, Hace-i Cihan has reduced it to the status of ancillary science, while
at the same time restoring to it utility and purpose, which had been denied it by the
Arabic theoreticians.*

This approach signified a departure from treating rhetoric as an alien science to be mas-
tered for its own sake. Allegedly, after paying his due to the tradition, “almost with an air
of relief”*' —Hace-i Cihan begins to entertain and delight his reader, saving rhetoric from
becoming a “handmaiden.”** He also discusses the Miftah al-balagha wa misbah al-
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fasaha by Rusiihi Angarawi®® (d. 1631), reprinted in the nineteenth century, the publish-
ers used the unusual term “edebiyat” to denote “literature,” as a sign suggesting possible
influence by Kemal’s call for Turkish rhetoric.**

Despite its importance, the Miftah never reached a second edition. Ferrard explains
this by pointing to the shortcomings of the educational system at the time, noting that
the medreses had become strongholds for conservative pietists who upheld traditional
methods with near-religious zeal. Meanwhile, the more “secular-minded elements of
society”,* says Ferrard, who was the intended audience for the Miftah, preferred a com-
pletely different approach to literary theory, one rooted in Western paradigms. Ferrard
criticizes the various translations and adaptations of Arabic rhetorical texts into
Turkish, suggesting that these efforts indicate a recognition of the inadequacy of the tra-
ditional system: “[T]hese translations gradually seek the expansion and clarification of
the material that tradition compelled them to rely on, it is not too much to assert that
they were in this way protesting at the constricting conditions of the educational
system.”® While he acknowledges these may not have been conscious efforts at liber-
ation, he deems them “a tacit expression of the sense of inadequacy.”*’

Turning to Ahmed Cevdet Pasa’s Belagat-1 ‘Osmaniyye,*® Ferrard bluntly states that “It
must, however, be recognized as utterly failing in its avowed purpose of providing a rhe-
torical system for Ottoman Turkish, and its inadequacy can be attributed to the confused
conceptions held by its author concerning the nature and scope of the subject itself.”*’
Cevdet Pasa (d. 1895) regarded rhetoric as a universal science, assuming that Arabic
texts could serve Turkish needs with minor modifications. Ferrard contends that
Cevdet Pasa should have done something else: “Whereas the proper approach would
have been to deduce law and principle from his literature, he was content to seek in it
only those examples which illustrated the foreign system.”®® This reliance on Arabic
models without sufficient adaptation, Ferrard argues, produced obscurities unsuited to
Ottoman Turkish. For him, the biggest failure lies in the examples given in Ottoman
Turkish for concepts defined in Talkhis.”' Despite these shortcomings, Ferrard acknowl-
edges that the work had the merit of rendering Arabic examples into Ottoman Turkish,
allowing even those with limited Arabic proficiency access to Islamic rhetoric.

Ferrard also discusses Abdurrahman Siireyya (d. 1904), who wrote the Mizanii’l-
Balagha® and its commentary Sefine-i Baldgha. Despite his Kurdish background and
multilingual abilities, Abdurrahman faced criticism regarding his command of
Ottoman Turkish. Ferrard remarks on the triviality of some of his old school medrese
education:

The impression left by the Ta'likat is that its author was a scholar of the old school, educated
in a medrese, and completely immersed in the trivial arguments fostered by a system of edu-
cation that could only accommodate itself to changing social values by the introduction of
yet a further gloss to the ... body of commentary on a text written several centuries before.”

In contrast, Ferrard highlights that the “modernist” approach, as he puts it, of Ekrem and
his Ta'lim-i Edebiyat’® is a significant departure from classical rhetoric. Influenced by
French literary theory, particularly Emile Lefranc’s (d. 1854) Traité Théoretique et Pra-
tique de Litterature®, Ekrem sought to provide Ottoman literature with a rhetorical
system not based on Arabic. Ferrard rightly argues that Ekrem responded to Kemal’s
call for a new grammar, rhetoric, and composition style by emulating the French
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tradition. According to Ferrard, Ekrem’s attempt was pioneering and ground-breaking,
but never enough:

The Ta'lim-i Edebiyat succeeded in its immediate objective: to provide Ottomans with a rhe-
torical system that was not based completely on Arabic. In the long term, the goal was to
develop Ottoman Turkish rhetoric, and here it failed, for Ekrem could not discover a set
of principles that was exclusive to the Ottoman, the Traité and the Talkhis both dealing,
in the main, with concepts which have universal applicability.>®

This raises the question of whether any literary work could ever fully satisfy the par-
ameters Ferrard sets. He reflects on the broader implications of rhetoric and its
relationship with literature. He argues that while many languages exist without a
formal rhetorical tradition, an awareness of rhetorical theory can influence literary
production inspiring writers to explore the mechanisms of language and emulate
exemplary forms.”” Concluding his analysis, Ferrard presents a narrative of Ottoman
rhetoric as a struggle between adherence to traditional Arabic models and the desire
to develop a rhetoric suited to the Ottoman Turkish language. He underscores the
challenges posed by the medrese system, the limitations of assuming the universality
of Arabic rhetorical principles, and the efforts of scholars to adapt or transcend
these constraints.

Section 2: Ferrard’s enduring impact on Balagha studies

To evaluate Ferrard’s lasting impact on baldgha studies, it is crucial to interrogate the
foundational assumptions that shape his reading of Ottoman rhetorical scholarship
and the limitations they impose. In delving into Ferrard’s exploration of Ottoman con-
tributions to Islamic rhetoric, several critical issues arise that raise questions about the
breadth and validity of his analysis. Among the critical issues identified, Ferrard’s exclu-
sive emphasis on Ottoman Turkish texts significantly overlooks the multilingual and
multicultural realities of the Ottoman intellectual landscape. This narrow scope under-
estimates the richly multilingual and multicultural dimensions of the Ottoman
Empire’s intellectual landscape, in which scholars operated within a milieu notably
diverse in both language and thought. As scholars like C. Ceyhun Arslan have aptly
demonstrated, the emergence of national literature(s) and the confinement of literary
study to a single language or group is a relatively recent and, arguably, limiting phenom-
enon.”® By restricting his discussion to Ottoman Turkish, Ferrard reflects a broader ten-
dency of applying contemporary notions of nationalism to historical contexts that were
far more fluid and interconnected. Baldgha argues that neither words nor meanings alone
constitute its subject matter; instead, it studies the universal principles, how words and
meanings are tied together to produce rhetorical effects—namely, nazm. However, apply-
ing these principles in each language requires local adaptations. For instance, nineteenth-
century Ottoman scholars like Stireyya and Cevdet Paga often recognized that while the
fundamentals of baldgha might be universal, Turkish rhetorical models demanded
examples and terminology suited to Ottoman readers. In this sense ‘one’s own rhetoric’
emerges as a local expression of a broader, shared tradition. That is, baldgha does not
focus on individual words of a given language, neither does it focus on meaning
solely.”® Instead of working to situate these authors’ writings within an intricate political,
religious, and literary milieu of the period, Ferrard frequently assigns motives and
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intentions to them without clear evidence. For instance, he suggests that unease with the
medrese system incited Ottoman scholars to craft new rhetorical frameworks.*’
However, many scholars were content with the established balagha, viewing it as a
sufficiently robust conceptual foundation for literary analysis. As a result, a considerable
number of scholars categorized as traditionalists, as well as those attempting to strike a
balance between modernist and traditional approaches, did not feel compelled to formu-
late entirely new rhetoric. While justifying his intention to write a book of insha’, Siiley-
man Paga (d. 1892) states:

Indeed, to serve this cause, numerous books of various kinds have been authored and com-
piled, discussing and illustrating extensively in the languages of Arabs, Persians, and Eur-
opeans, following their natural disposition and dialects. (...) such an endeavor has not
been favored or undertaken by the scholars of our Ottoman language to date, and this
segment of our literature, which would have been a source of dissemination has
somehow been left in silence.®’

Their efforts at translating or adapting existing works often stemmed from practical
issues, such as students’ familiarity with Arabic and the limited instructional time for
study, rather than any overarching dissatisfaction.

Ferrard’s binary classification of contributions as either within or outside the medrese
proves similarly reductive often casting the medrese as an Islamic, conservative, Arabic-
oriented fortress incapable of accepting new ideas. He writes, “The medreses had become
the sanctuaries of the conservative pietists whose high regard for traditional methods had
all the fervor of religious conviction.”®® This depiction underplays the vibrant intellectual
activity within the medrese system, where scholars engaged in substantial debate, cri-
tique, and innovation across diverse disciplines. The medrese was not a monolith, but
rather a constellation of learning centers capable of fostering continuity and advance-
ment. What is more, scholars who advocated new literature, such as Kemal and Recai-
zade Mahmud Ekrem, were also deeply engaged with the medrese and its intellectual
products. In one letter, Kemal wrote from Paris to Ekrem, asking him to send al-
Mutawwal translation, “Where is my Mutawwal? Are you sitting on it? I need it! T’ll
write a book on literature,” a demand that vividly illustrates the text’s genuine impact
among those reformist Ottoman literati who still actively cultivated and valued extensive
classical scholarship.®®

This overly reductive interpretation extends to Ferrard’s reading of inshd’ as a pro-
gressive alternative to baldgha, embraced, according to him, by scholars seeking to
avoid the perceived conservatism of the medrese and Arabic rhetorical tradition. Yet,
many of those contributing to insha were themselves products of the medrese or
firmly connected to its scholarly milieu. The nineteenth-century witnessed the creation
of new schools and curriculum reforms introduced by individuals from different back-
grounds, complicating neat “conservative vs. progressive” divides. Thus, Ferrard’s reduc-
tive binary obscures the real complexity and interplay of intellectual currents. Such a
binary, however, fails to capture the overlapping allegiances of scholars who, while
medrese-trained, engaged deeply with new pedagogical paradigms—and vice versa.
One such example is Haci Ibrahim Efendi (d. 1888), who is placed in the conservative
camp by Ferrard. In his commentary on Cevdet Paga’s work on balagha, Haci Ibrahim
Efendi explicitly states his very progressive goals:
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[...] the high schools opened far and wide with the purpose of progress [terakki] in sciences.
For example, the School of Law, established to be a source of legal scholars, is an institute of
education for various sciences, and it is unquestionable that from this school of beneficial
trade, many competent authorities of governance will emerge soon. Because, in this
school, not only are the necessary sciences taught to those who are ambitious for positions
of governance, but also the noble science of eloquence is being taught. Thus, the students, by
acquiring the principles of eloquence and by making the capital of literature [sermaye-i ede-
biyye] their own, will render their speeches acceptable and respected. **

In constructing a decline paradigm, Ferrard portrays the medrese as restricting progress,
arguing that canonical texts like al-Qazwini’s Talkhis led to the fossilization of Islamic
rhetoric, and viewing the “proliferation of super-commentaries and glosses” as evidence
of the text’s inadequacy. This perspective aligns with an older orientalist premise positing
a Golden Age succeeded by decline and stagnation in Islamic scholarship—an interpret-
ation that contemporary researchers have questioned. For instance, Khaled El-Rouayheb
underscores how mundzara (argumentation) continued to flourish, showing no signs of
decline.®® Similarly, Asad Q. Ahmed demonstrates that mantiq (logic) remained dynamic
and innovative well into subsequent periods.*® Even in balagha, the nineteenth-century
developments Ferrard discusses were characterized by active debates and multiple view-
points, rather than one-dimensional stagnation. Portraying the medrese as an institution
focused on rote memorization neglects the tradition of critical examination and inquiry
prevalent at the time, characterized by regular scholarly debates and rigorous engage-
ment with diverse perspectives.®’

Taftazant’s Mutawwal (d. 1390) was by no means static; it built on critique of earlier
ideas—particularly Aba Ishaq al-Shirazi’s (d. 1083)—and in turn spurred new commen-
tary. In his critical edition of Iffet Efendi’s Mutawwal translation, Mustafa Irmak notes
that the translator drew upon a wide range of medrese-based sources: “Engaging with
and translating classical works like al-Mutawwal, which have inspired numerous
hashiya and ta'lig-style commentaries, inevitably requires drawing upon this vast
corpus of scholarship.”®® Drawing from his analysis, it becomes clear that the work
relies on dozens of sources composed at different times, with three functioning as its
core.®” This indicates that any scholar engaging with baldgha is, in fact, entering dialogue
with a centuries-old intellectual tradition that has been continuously developed and
enriched over time.

Ferrard interprets these established engagement patterns as signs of inadequacy and
failure—an assessment that does not adequately reflect the creative and dynamic intellec-
tual environment within medrese. Yet he also recognizes—albeit briefly—that the new
schools, unlike the medrese institutions where Taftazani’s Mutawwal formed a core
part of the curriculum, often could not train students in Arabic to the same degree of
depth. As he notes, “it was Arabic alone that figured in the syllabus,” whereas the new
schools were compelled to shift their focus toward teaching in Turkish, including
formal literature, due to the insufficient Arabic proficiency among new generations.”’
The need to make texts accessible for a broader audience can thus reflect evolving ped-
agogical conditions rather than a fundamental critique of the medrese system based on
Arabic teaching.”' The debate over vernacularization within Ottoman literary circles cen-
tered primarily around making baldgha accessible and relevant to contemporary
Ottoman society. Scholars approached vernacularization with distinct, often conflicting
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perspectives. For instance, Kemal’s advocacy for an overtly Turkish style and grammar
represented a significant departure from classical Arabic rhetorical norms, even
framed at times as a nationalist break with the past.”> By contrast, many other scholars
such as Ahmed Cevdet Pasa, Hac1 Ibrahim and Muallim Naci (d. 1893) who translated or
adapted Arabic rhetorical texts aimed primarily to facilitate teaching, especially for stu-
dents lacking advanced Arabic.”

Ferrard’s perspective is especially pronounced in his treatment of scholars such as
Ahmed Cevdet Paga and Siileyman Pasa, whom he deems unsuccessful while praising
Ekrem’s Ta‘'lim-i Edebiyat as revolutionary. He regards Cevdet Pasa’s as failing in its
purpose to establish a rhetorical structure for Ottoman Turkish, attributing this
outcome to “confused conceptions held by its author concerning the nature and scope
of the subject itself.””* Even though Ekrem’s own text showed shortcomings—Ilack of
illustrations or explanations that made some sections unclear—Ferrard labels it pioneer-
ing, excusing such flaws as typical of a seminal work.

As Emine Evered makes clear, after Ma‘drif Nizimndmesi (Educational Edict) reforms
the educational area radically transformed: “One set of directives from 1877 mandated
courses like Medhal-i Kava‘id in the first grade, a generic Arabic course in the second
grade, and an ‘flm-i Balagha class in the fourth,” while at higher levels “teachers
across the empire recognized that a thorough reading of Mutawwal conferred essential
skills not just for rhetorical flourish, but also for parsing the intersections between
grammar, theology, and philosophy.””> Although the weekly hours devoted to these clas-
sical subjects sometimes fluctuated in response to shifting policies and curricular
reforms, they were by no means phased out. In many i‘dadi schools, Arabic instruction
was reduced to just two or three hours per week—especially for students preparing for
advanced military training—while in other institutions such as the Literature Depart-
ment of Dérilmuallimin or Galatasaray Sultanisi, Arabic grammar and rhetoric
remained obligatory in the upper grades.”

Rather than reflecting this complexity, Ferrard imposes a binary between medrese and
non-medrese, conservative and progressive, Arabic and Turkish. This dichotomy sim-
plifies intricate dynamics and imposes a Western-centered interpretive structure on a
setting shaped by overlapping cultural, religious, and intellectual influences. His usage
of an epigraph from Kemal further underscores this perspective: “The Arabs who
opposed the sword of the Sharia in the wake of Islam could not resist the authority of
eloquence.””” Accordingly, Arabic, which once served to support religion, ultimately
became an obstacle for inventive young Turkish scholars—a valid observation for
some, but it cannot be universally applied.

This personal evaluation mechanism is also observed in his comparisons between
Stileyman Pasa and Ekrem. Ferrard suggests Silleyman Pasa’s approach fell short
because French theory was outdated and incompatible with the “medrese system,” yet
he commends Ekrem for employing similar French sources in a tone that may appear
to be condescending:

[Flor the very fact that he was able to appreciate the quality of such a work is in itself com-
mendable in an Ottoman of his background, and there were sections of the society in which
he lived who would have rejected out of hand what he had to present if it were given a
specific European identification.”®
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The inconsistency seems to lie in applauding Ekrem for adapting Western concepts while
criticizing others for equivalent pursuits, indicating a subjective preference for Wester-
nization over local scholarly contributions, regardless of their content or caliber.

Ferrard criticizes individuals who maintained the belief in the universality of rhetoric
and sought to vernacularize literary traditions. He views these endeavours as misguided,
yet he approves of Ekrem retaining components such as al-bayan. Ferrard writes,
“Ekrem, obviously influenced by Lefranc, breaks down this traditional distinction ... It
is no longer the precious Islamic science ... it is now relegated to the level of badi'.””’
With his sentences he does not explain why the relegation of al-bayan to al-badi is
regarded as a success, whereas Siileyman Pasa’s incorporation of bayan into his new
insh@ project is portrayed as a sign of confusion. Although he acknowledges that
Ekrem’s minimal commentary leaves certain sections unclear, he ascribes it to the chal-
lenges intrinsic to groundbreaking work—a more lenient verdict than he extends else-
where. The question arises, what precisely renders Ekrem’s work pioneering beyond
its evident embrace of Western theories? He suggests that Ekrem’s students may not
have understood his novel ideas, implying that contemporary society was so unfamiliar
with them that the response remained “one of cautious silence.”® This claim, however,
does not align with the numerous reactions—both favorable and critical —prompted by
Ekrem’s work, documented in ‘Ali Amiri’s (d. 1923) Miintehabdt-1 Edebiyye, which
showcases a variety of stances within the print culture of the period regarding Ekrem.

Ferrard follows in the footsteps of Gibb, reintroducing and recycling modernist nar-
ratives—brought forward in the late nineteenth century. Gibb framed Ottoman literary
history through a familiar “golden age — decline — revolution” arc. These arguments
later found a home in Turkish academia, demonstrating the symbiotic relationship
between Orientalist scholars and their modernist “oriental” colleagues. Indeed, this
dual influence has been studied in other contexts: Arslan illustrates how Ahmet
Rasim’s (d. 1932) translation of Le Bon’s work helped shape perceptions of Arabic
within the “Ottoman canon”,*" while Alexander Jabbari performs a comparable analysis
in his work on the Persianate.®” In both cases, it becomes clear that Orientalist discourse
often emerges in tandem or in close communication with local reformist arguments,
rather than simply imposing an external, colonial viewpoint. Ferrard’s stance exemplifies
this pattern because he speaks as a kind of mouthpiece for the modernist scholars (whom
he explicitly refers to as literally “modernist”) who criticized the universality of balagha.
Although Ferrard’s tone is not as overtly polemical, he still echoes modernists like Tan-
pinar (d. 1962), who praised Ekrem by proclaiming, “Our first reckoning with the badr
and bayan to rhetoric of the Arab starts with him.”®> When Tanpinar wrote these sen-
tences in 1939, Ferrard was nowhere on the scene, revealing that the perspective
Ferrard reimports is already deeply rooted in earlier local critiques.

Yet there remains an alternative history that could have been and should have been
written. While it is true that some late Ottoman scholars rejected the universal scope
of balagha, embracing a more particularist and often nation-centric line aligned with
Western theories, many others remained committed to its broader applicability and
sought to adapt, rather than replace, its conceptual structure. In the context of
Ottoman literary studies, Ferrard effectively continues Gibb’s approach, and Gibb, as
Giir has shown, was heavily influenced by leading Young Ottoman intellectuals such
as Kemal.** Holbrook even notes that Gibb’s History ended up re-importing Young
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Ottoman polemics into Turkey “as a new and foreign cultural product.”® From Ferrard’s
epigraph to his ready endorsement of modernist critiques of baldgha, we see Gibb’s “new
literature” stance continued. As Gibb was “an adamant supporter of ‘new literature,”
Ferrard similarly champions Ottoman rhetoric over what he and the modernists call
“Arab rhetoric,” and thus the modernist critique was ushered once again into Turkish
academia. Gibb’s position is explicit in his criticism of classical Ottoman poetry: “At
no time had Ottoman poetry appeared in so hopeless a plight as during the last years
of the Old School ... poetry seemed to have fallen into a Chinese stagnation of lifeless
conventionalism with neither wish nor power save to mumble the dry bones of a
long-dead culture.”®® Contrastingly, he celebrates the emergence of the new literature
influenced by the West: “Where there seemed to lie the apathy of death there is now
busy hopeful life; torpor and stagnation have given place to progress ... Turkish poetry
has become for the first time natural and personal.”®” This stark contrast mirrors Fer-
rard’s evaluative framework. Furthermore, Gibb’s broader argument defines Ottoman lit-
erary culture primarily through “a susceptibility to foreign culture,” first manifesting
itself as excessive imitation of Persian literary forms and subsequently shifting toward
European, particularly French, models.*® Ferrard largely reproduces this perspective,
adopting a similar interpretive lens by identifying traditional Ottoman rhetoric as exces-
sively imitative and static, while lauding Ottoman scholars who embraced European lit-
erary frameworks as genuinely progressive. This view would later echo in the work of
Yetis, further discouraging attempts to draft a genuinely universal literary theory.*

This entanglement of Orientalist and modernist views would later be formalized and
amplified through state institutions, most notably in the codification of the Milli Edebiyat
(National Literature) during the early Republican period. The institutionalization of this
literary discourse was systematically reinforced by Turkey’s Ministry of Education
through canon formation and dirigisme—the deliberate shaping and censorship of litera-
ture to serve ideological ends. This process gained formal clarity with the publication of
the 1931 High School Curriculum and the 1932 Primary School Program by the Ministry
of Education, which explicitly identified Milli Edebiyat as a literary period to be taught in
schools. These curricular reforms emphasized the use of a purified Turkish language, the
valorization of folk culture, and Anatolian themes, and the rejection of ornate Ottoman
literary forms. As a result, the newly defined literary history began with the Yeni Lisan
(New Language) movement and culminated in early Republican writing, while earlier
periods were reframed as ideologically inadequate or not truly national. As Zehra
Dontis Eroglu emphasizes, one of the principal authorities behind canon formation is
“a political party, ideology, state, or a regime’s desire to impose its ideological arguments
on society.””® Hence, the Ministry not only set curricula but also published standard text-
books (e.g. Tanpinar’s 19th-Century Turkish Literary History, 1939), reinforcing an ideo-
logical framework. Through these interventions, Milli Edebiyat was not merely treated as
a historical category but was actively constructed as a national truth, suppressing alterna-
tive literary heritages and codifying Republican ideals into the literary canon.

Given this historical context of rigid canon formation and ideological compartmenta-
lization, it remains uncertain whether today’s academia—divided into departments such
as Middle Eastern, Near Eastern, Arabic, or Persian studies—can comfortably accommo-
date an Islamic literary theory conceived as universal in scope. It seems the unwillingness
to view Islamic literary studies as universal has been internalized to the extent that guest
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editors of the PMLA on Arabic theoretical lexicons find it necessary to offer the following
remarks to their contributors:

In our initial prompt to the scholars who contributed to this special feature, Harb, Miller,
and I challenged our contributors to consider how Arabic theoretical concepts might res-
onate theoretically in non-Arabic contexts. To take up this challenge, we proposed,
would be to participate in a species of counterhegemonic activity, to take part in “occupying
the canon” of theory, as El-Ariss has described it, by asserting the right and might of Arabic
concepts to “inform and shape our understanding of objects and phenomena more gener-
ally”. (“Theory” 8). For we stand firmly convinced that, just as with any other body of theory,
Arabic theoretical concepts can produce “effects beyond their original field” (Culler 3)—or
in other words, that Arabic theory is theoretical.”!

We might further question labeling “Islamic literary theory” as purely “Arabic.” While
terms such as “Islamicate” or “Arabic” may be justified descriptors for “Islamic philos-
ophy,” particularly given significant non-Muslim contributions, there is no compelling
reason to classify baldagha specifically as an “Arabic literary theory.”

Ferrard’s views, thus, are an exemplar of not only Orientalism but also “area studies”
that resist acknowledging the universalist aspect of Islamic literary tradition. While
underlining this, our aim is not to propagate an Islamic view, but rather -at least in
the eyes of many of its proponents- a fact. We do not aim to create an unfolded,
single-layered conception of Islam. In this respect, as Jabbari shows, even “Persianate”
scholars like Abu Bakr al-Shibli (d. 946) classed their language’s literary history as
Islamic literature, hinting that a non-Western universal approach can arise from centu-
ries of diverse languages and geographies. After its development, the different geographi-
cal, doctrinal, and linguistic approaches can be considered, not as Ferrard’s already
established national literary theory, but as different modalities within the same universal
tradition.

Conclusion

This paper has undertaken a detailed reassessment of Christopher Ferrard’s contri-
butions to the study of the Ottoman rhetorical scholarship with particular attention to
his conceptual premises, interpretive strategies, methodological choices and evaluative
priorities. The first section reviewed Ferrard’s intellectual formation and his position
within a lineage of Orientalist scholarship, notably his engagement with Gibb’s legacy
and his influence on subsequent Turkish academic discourse. It also examined Ferrard’s
overall portrayal of Ottoman rhetorical developments, emphasizing his framing of lit-
erary change in terms of binary distinctions—between progressive and conservative,
secular and religious, Arabic and Turkish, national and universal—which, while analyti-
cally productive, reduces a complex intellectual terrain to an overly linear narrative of
modernization. The second section focused on the conceptual assumptions that under-
pin Ferrard’s analysis. Central among these is his premise that rhetoric must emerge from
a national literary tradition, an idea he treats as self-evident. We have argued that this
position stands in tension with the approaches of many authors he studies. This
guiding premise informs his evaluation of Ottoman scholars, favoring those who
pursued a distinctly Turkish rhetorical system while characterizing as inadequate or con-
fused those who sought to maintain or adapt the universalist framework of the classical
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balagha. Lastly, the paper situated Ferrard’s work within a broader intellectual context,
showing how his narrative aligns with—and helps to reinforce—a convergence
between Orientalist perspectives and emergent nationalist discourses in the late
Ottoman and early Republican periods. In highlighting these issues, our study contrib-
utes to a reconsideration of the historiography of Islamic literary theory and the devel-
opment of a non-Western as well as universal literary theory that can enrich global
literary theory, moving beyond narrowly nation-centric frameworks. Thus, we can
better appreciate how Ottoman intellectuals actively negotiated between universalist
Islamic traditions and emerging nationalist frameworks, offering fresh perspectives on
literary theory beyond the usual Euro-American paradigms.

In closing, the analysis presented here highlights several avenues for further research.
A conceptual history of ‘uliim al-adabiyya is needed to clarify how literary disciplines
such as balagha and insha were historically categorized and theorized across different
periods. Moreover, the systematic translation and contextual study of major rhetorical
texts—especially those composed or circulated in the nineteenth-century—remains an
urgent priority for broadening the scope of inquiry. There is also a need for comparative
research that examines how debates on literary theory unfolded across various linguistic
and regional contexts within the Islamic world, including their reflections in educational
curricula, journals, and public discourse. A revised historiography of Ottoman rhetorical
scholarship would benefit from a balanced representation of both particularist and uni-
versalist perspectives, rather than privileging a single interpretive framework. In this
respect, a closer analysis of how key Ottoman scholars such as Haci Ibrahim Efendi,
Siireyya, and Cevdet Paga understood and utilized core concepts such as lafz, ma‘na,
and nazm in their vernacular engagements with balagha will be crucial for mapping a
fuller picture of the intellectual landscape. Such studies would not only deepen our
understanding of Ottoman rhetorical thought but also contribute to the broader
project of global literary theory.
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