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Ottoman Studies and the Virtue of Scholarly Collegiality 

 In 1979, Edward Said’s polemic against Orientalist scholarship laid down the 

foundations for the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions Movement that has, since 2010 

undermined the tradition of academic collegiality that deeply enriched Jewish and Muslim 

scholarship on the Middle East.  I tasted the poisonous fruit of the politicization of our field 

at the Western Ottoman Workshop held at UC Davis, where Professor Susan G. Miller  was, 

as she later apologetically admitted, “too harsh” in responding to my draft paper on the 

beginnings of the return of Ashkenazi Jewish traders to Jerusalem. Her involvement with the 

Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement against Israel politicized her response to my 

interpretation of the local Muslim response to the request of the Ashkenazis to engage in 

commerce in Jerusalem. The Turks in the audience received my paper with great 

appreciation, despite the fact that Turkey and Israel were still at odds over the Gaza Flotilla 

Incident of 2007 that had ruptured Israeli-Turkish relations until just before the attempted 

coup in Turkey in July. 

 After the conference ended, I received this surprising email, which I can only assume 

came as a result of this email I’d sent to Baki Tezkan:  
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 to Baki 

 
 

Dear Baki, 
 
Thanks again for everything, I really enjoyed the conference. You are a wonderful host.  
 
It was strange to be on campus this weekend when UC Davis had an incident on campus with the 
Jewish fraternity vandalized with swastikas that made it to the evening news.  Even though my work is 
controversial, it was eery that this happened and convinces me that my challenge to our field is one 
that is worthy of discussion. I'd like to know your thoughts on this while you're wearing your religious 
studies hat. … 
 

Susan G Miller <sgmiller@ucdavis.edu> 
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 to me 

 
 

Dear Judith, 
 
I want to aologize for the manner in which I responded to your presentation yesterday. I think I was 
probably too harsh and not considerate enough of your situation. Teaching 4 and 4 is certainly enough 
of  a load to keep you from doing the kind of research and writing that you would like to do.  I 
understand that you offered to withdraw, but instead you went ahead with a paper you were not 
entirely satisfied with. I salute you for your perseverance, especially in the light of the obstacles you 
encountered when doing your research in Jordan. You certainly deserved a kinder, more 
undertsanding response than the one I gave you, and I am truly sorry. 
 
Susan Miller 
Susan Gilson MIller 
Professor of History 
University of California, Davis 
1 Shields Ave. 
Davis, CA 95616, USA 
http://history.ucdavis.edu/people/sgmiller 
 
  
My unhappy experience at UCDavis makes it all the more important to me to honor Halil 

Bey for helping me with my research and the publication of my book. No other professor 

helped me as he did.   

  

Two Muslims helped me, a Jewish scholar, to develop the technical skills and knowledge that 

enabled me to research Islamic legal history.  Professor Halil Inalcik helped me to analyze 

the system of Ottoman land tenure that still underlies the contested territories of the Arab 

Middle East, allowing me to frame my research in the Islamic Law Court Archives in 

Jerusalem. His generous, kind, and enthusiastic interest in my project testifies to the long 

tradition of scholarly cooperation that has always been at the heart of the humanities. In this 

tribute to my great mentor, Halil Bey, I tell my story in order to call for a return to the 

civility and congeniality that to me is the most precious academic tradition of the twentieth 

century. 
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 My extraordinary education was the rare result of my relationships with scholars who 

had somehow bridged the gaping chasms of the political terrain of the Modern Middle East. 

As an undergraduate at New College in Sarasota, Florida, I’d chanced upon F.E. Peters’ 

classic book, Aristotle and the Arabs. My mentor in the history department, Professor Lee 

Snyder, enthusiastically supported my desire to study medieval Islam and encouraged me to 

go to Hebrew University in Jerusalem for my second year to work on my Hebrew language 

skills and to study the history of the Middle East from an Israeli perspective. There I studied 

with Professor Emmanuel Sivan, who interpreted the reassertion of political Islam in the 

context of the secularized international system of the twentieth century, and Professor 

Raphael Israeli, who interpreted minority relations with Islam in Africa and Asia.  

I also took courses in Arab nationalist thought and the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict. 

 Hungry for more, I returned to New College and wrote my senior thesis on the 

political theory of the last Muslim Aristotelian, the Sunni historian, judge, and politician Ibn 

Khaldun, graduated, and took an internship at the Egypt Desk of the State Department, 

where I analyzed Anwar Sadat’s nationalist “Law of Shame” a project which alerted me to 

the use of Islamic rhetoric in public policy in contemporary Arab politics. I then went to 

Georgetown University to take intensive Modern Standard Arabic and to earn an MA in 

International Relations. At Georgetown, the focus was on Arab nationalism in the 

contemporary Middle East, and my special focus was on the Palestinian Arab conflict. There 

I met Israeli Professor Moshe Ma’oz, at Georgetown for a year to teach Modern Arab 

history.  I found that the MA in Arab Studies program, while excellent, didn’t include 

coursework on the Ottoman contribution to the governance of the Middle East, which I 

new was of enormous influence in shaping Arab nationalism, which developed in opposition 

to the policies of the Young Turks. Professor Hisham Sharabi encouraged me to write about 
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the decline of Sunni Preeminence in the Middle East, the resulting paper became my first 

academic publication.  Incredibly encouraged by his support and his strong advice to 

continue my studies at the University of Chicago, and with the blessing of my other 

Georgetown University professors, I agreed to study the Arab provinces under the 

Ottomans there. 

 

 When I arrived my first year at the University of Chicago, the chair of the History 

Department, Akira Iriye, took special interest in my work with Emmanuel Sivan, whose 

work had impressed him as a scholar of diplomatic history.  That first semester I took a class 

on Islamic court documents taught by Abd al-Karim Rafeq.  I thought it would be 

extraordinary to undertake the kind of archival legal research he was doing in Syrian history 

in Jerusalem. I enrolled in Professor Halil Inalcik’s (Halil Bey’s) seminar on Ottoman Social 

and Economic History and wrote a paper for him on “Ottoman Economic Policy: The Case 

of Salonika,” which he thought was “very good.” This paper laid down the foundations of 

what I intended to write about in my doctoral dissertation in history—I wanted to use an 

Annales approach to the socioeconomic history of Jerusalem, which I hoped would take me 

away from political history and provide me with a deep understanding of Islamist thought in 

the twentieth century.  I wanted to study the Middle East in the nineteenth century, after 

Napoleon and before the waves of Jewish immigration to Palestine.  With the help and 

support of Halil Bey and Professors Moshe Maoz and Amnon Cohen of Hebrew University, 

I submitted an application to the Jordanian Ministry of Islamic Foundations, which at the 

time administered the Islamic Endowments of Jerusalem, to do my research there.  I 

received permission to undertake research in the Islamic Court in Jerusalem in 1985: I was 
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the first woman ever to do this, and I was the first American since the Six Day War to work 

in the archives there. 

My preparation for this work was done under the instruction of Halil Inalcik, the 

whose encyclopedic knowledge of the socioeconomic institutions of the Ottoman Empire 

was inspiring, invaluable, and not a little daunting to a young scholar with ambition and 

determination, but who was not a native speaker of Arabic or Ottoman Turkish. He 

prepared me to read the Ottoman in his advanced seminar, which was complemented by a 

course taught by visiting scholar Bernard Lewis on political Islam.  My academic advisor at 

the University of Chicago, Fred M. Donner, thought what I proposed was important, and 

with what knowledge I had of the language of Jerusalem in the early nineteenth century, and 

a dissertation research fellowship from the Lady Davis Foundation of Hebrew University in 

hand, I set off to delve into the court registers. 

Over the next year and a half, I worked literally at the elbow of the retired Islamic 

judge, Shaykh Muhammad As'ad al-Imam al-Husayni.  His gentle good nature brought great 

comfort to my work, and as we learned to work together, he would often pass me little notes 

with notations, sources, or sayings for me.  On one slip of paper he wrote: "al-'ilm sila bayn 

ahlihi" which means, “knowledge is a link between its people" known in Arabic as the 'ulama'-

-the learned ones, the ones having religious knowledge.  This note meant so much to me--

he, an aged 'alim--was recognizing me, a female Jew, as a fellow scholar.  As a lifelong 

member of the Jerusalem 'ulama', Shaykh As'ad remembered details of Muslim life in 

Jerusalem during the Ottoman, British, Jordanian, and Israeli periods.  He was an affable 

man, who loved his wife, Widad, and his daughters, whom he named after flowers.  He was 

committed to the education of women, and taught at the Islamic girls' college in Jerusalem, 
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where he had me come to meet and talk with young women living under the harsh 

circumstances of occupied Jerusalem.  

The officials at the Islamic Court in Jerusalem--the late Mufti, Shaykh Sa'ad al-Din 

al-'Alami, the Chief Judge Ibrahim Sabri, the Chief Clerk Zayn al-'Alami, and the rest of the 

staff were gracious and curious.  Every day began with a cup of tea, and unforgettable 

conversations took place among us as I gained their trust and confidence.  The younger staff 

were, in 1985, already strongly influenced by the Islamicization of Palestinian life, and asked 

hostile questions about America—AIDS and immorality in general their main concerns. In 

February, 1986 one of these young men warned me to change my travel route from my 

apartment in West Jerusalem to East Jerusalem frequently, and to remind my husband to 

keep a low profile, because some didn't like my presence in the court.  Grateful for the 

warning, we changed our routines, and never experienced any unfriendly incidents. 

Shaykh As'ad died a broken man, devastated by the execution of one of his sons, a 

journalist living in Kuwait, who had written approvingly of Saddam Hussayn during the Gulf 

War by the Kuwaiti regime following its liberation in 1991.  Shaykh As'ad sent me a letter 

that year asking me to help him find information about his son, but the various human rights 

organizations I contacted had nothing to tell me.  Eventually we learned of his imprisonment 

and death.  This gentle man, who had dealt with the politics of the Arab Muslim world all his 

life, could not bear this last insult.  I never saw or heard from him again.  Of all the people 

who have helped me in one way or another, Shaykh As'ad influenced me most: he proved to 

me that people with opposing worldviews could work together in dignity and respect.  I will 

never forget his kindness to me. 

Upon my return to the States, Rashid Khalidi became one of my readers, and with 

Halil Bey and Fred Donner, helped me to complete and successfully defend my dissertation.  
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I owe each of these scholars a special debt of gratitude for their help and integrity.  Other 

scholars, who helped me one way or another before or after I finished my dissertation 

include: Michael Hudson, Ibrahim Ibrahim, Barbara Stowasser, all at Georgetown; 'Abd al-

Karim Rafeq of the University of Damascus, later William and Mary; Butrus Abu-Manneh at 

Haifa University; James Reilly at the University of Toronto; and Virginia Aksan at McMaster 

University. 

While I no longer have to make the case that Islam is an important factor in the 

Palestinian-Israeli Conflict, or that Jerusalem is the central issue dividing Jews, Christians, 

and Muslims, I find that I must tell this story to prove the lie that the ideal of Jewish-

Muslim-Christian Convivencia is a myth.  I lived it and believe that Ottoman Studies is a 

field that must defend the idea that scholarship must transcend politics to preserve 

civilization.  
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