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1. Introduction

This research investigates a pivotal paradox in the intellectual history of Muslim communities
inhabiting the South Caucasus under Tsarist Russian administration. The region, following its
formal incorporation into the Russian Empire via the Treaties of Gulistan (1813) and Turkmenchay
(1828), experienced profound sociocultural and identity transformations. The central research
problem concerns the remarkable ideological convergence, within the relatively brief historical
span from 1850 to 1918, of three seemingly divergent intellectual currents: Western-inspired
Progressivism (Taraqqi-parvari), movements for Islamic Religious Reform (Islah-i Din), and the
emergent ideology of Turanist-Turkism (Turk-Turan-garay). This study seeks to explain how and
why these distinct ideologies demonstrated such a potent capacity for synergy and amalgamation,
enabling a single generation of intellectuals and political activists to champion elements of all three
simultaneously, often without perceiving fundamental contradictions. The phenomenon is
exemplified by the concurrent advocacy for Turkic nationalism (Azeri-Turkic milliyyat¢iligi), the
ideal of Pan-Islamic unity (Ittihad-i Islam), and the adoption of Western scientific methodologies,
all within a coherent, if complex, worldview. This intellectual confluence demands a sophisticated
sociological and epistemological explanation that transcends the limitations of mono-causal,
exclusively nationalist, or purely biographical narratives that dominate much of the existing
historiography..

2. Research Questions

This inquiry is structured and guided by the following fundamental questions:

l. What were the underlying socio-intellectual and epistemological reasons that facilitated the
successful fusion and mutual reinforcement of these three distinct ideologies within the specific
context of the South Caucasus?

Il. How were the inherent doctrinal and practical contradictions between these ideologies—
such as the tension between religious universalism and ethnic nationalism—reconciled, mitigated,
or conceptually bypassed by their leading proponents?

I1l.  What specific forms of intellectual cross-pollination, personal networking, and practical
political collaboration can be documented among the principal representatives and institutional
advocates of these movements?.

3. Literature Review

The extant scholarly literature on the intellectual and identity-formation processes in the Caucasus
during this period is characterized by a notable fragmentation and often a narrow thematic focus.
A significant body of work, exemplified by the historical surveys of Faiq Alakbarli (2018) and
Saadat Karimi (2018), approaches the subject primarily through a nationalist lens, tracing the linear
development of Azerbaijani national consciousness. Another prominent strand of scholarship
consists of valuable but limited biographical compilations and monographs on individual figures,
such as the works of Ali Baghirov & Ramil Azimov (2018) and Adel Molaei (2020), or highly
focused studies on specific religious sects, like the research on Baha'is by Soli Shahvar et al. (2011).
The present research consciously positions itself against this fragmented tradition by adopting an
explicitly synthetic and relational approach. It deliberately analyzes the interconnections,
synergies, and mutual influences between Progressivism, Religious Reform, and Turanist-
Turkism—ideological streams that have predominantly been studied in isolation from one another.
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4. Research Method and Theoretical Framework

This study employs a rigorous "documentary-library™ research methodology, conducting a critical-
descriptive and analytical examination of a wide array of primary and secondary sources. These
include historical texts, personal correspondences, publicistic writings, and periodicals from the
era. The primary analytical framework is a sociological model derived from the innovative
methodology developed by Yahya Boudarinejad in his seminal series, "Methodology of Muslim
Social Science™ (2015-2021). The core thesis of this framework posits that profound similarities in
the epistemological foundations of different schools of thought are a primary driver for the
emergence of analogous social structures and political alliances. When intellectual movements
share a fundamental commonality in their basis of knowledge—such as a shared prioritization of
sensory experience and empirical verification over abstract rational demonstration or traditional
scriptural authority—the potential for their social, political, and ideological convergence is
significantly amplified. This perspective does not imply a perfect identity of thought or objectives,
but rather a foundational consonance in the very methods of acquiring, validating, and legitimizing
knowledge. This shared epistemological "grammar,” in turn, facilitates practical collaboration and
strategic alignment on shared civilizational and political projects, even among groups with
ostensibly different surface-level ideologies. This theoretical lens is systematically applied to
decipher the intricate intellectual synergy observed in the South Caucasus.

4. Findings & Discussion and

The research findings are organized around a detailed exposition of the three core ideologies, with
particular emphasis on identifying and analyzing their specific points of epistemological
convergence.

I. Progressivism in the Caucasus: The Imperative of "Taraqqi"

The palpable military, economic, and technological advancement of Western Europe, starkly
contrasted with the perceived stagnation and political decline of the Muslim world, induced a state
of collective bewilderment and an urgent, often anxious, desire for "progress" (taraqqi) among the
Muslim intelligentsia of the region. This psychological and intellectual climate catalyzed a potent
Westernizing tendency, which manifested in two primary, albeit interconnected, streams:

. Radical Westernism: Forcefully represented by seminal figures like Mirza Fath-Ali
Akhundzade and Mirza Malkam Khan, this current advocated for the comprehensive and largely
unqualified adoption of Western civilization, its institutions, and its worldview. Their advocacy
was frequently underpinned by a distinctly materialist and staunchly empiricist epistemology.
Akhundzade's vehement campaigns for radical alphabet reform and his trenchant critiques of
Islamic tradition were philosophically rooted in a sensory-based, quasi-Enlightenment materialist
worldview that explicitly rejected metaphysical explanations.

. Selective Modernism: A more nuanced stream of intellectuals sought to reconcile the
imperative of material progress with the preservation of a core Islamic identity. Crucially, this
study identifies that both of these streams—the radical and the selective—were united by a
fundamental, often uncritical, commitment to an empiricist epistemology. The authority of
"modern science™ and its ostensibly neutral, empirical method was accepted as an unassailable,
transcendent truth. This shared epistemological ground, which prioritized observable, sensory data
and practical experience as the primary sources of valid knowledge, effectively created a common
intellectual language and a set of unstated assumptions. This common framework, in turn, served
as a crucial precondition for the future convergence and collaboration with other intellectual
movements that shared this epistemological orientation.

ii. Religious Reform Movements: Reconciling Faith and Modernity
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Three major reform movements intersected and interacted dynamically within the socio-
intellectual landscape of the South Caucasus:

. The Pan-Islamism of Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani: While al-Afghani was an
indefatigable anti-imperialist and a passionate advocate for Islamic unity, a closer examination
reveals that his intellectual project contained inherent, and perhaps productive, tensions. His
powerful emphasis on reconciling religious faith with modern scientific reason, and his strategic
advocacy for "Islamic unity" (Ittihad-i Islam), were often framed in a manner that subtly privileged
civilizational, linguistic, and nascent ethnic solidarities (implicitly "Turkism™) over purely
confessional bonds. This tendency is vividly illustrated in his treatise "The Philosophy of
Nationality and the Reality of Linguistic Unity." This conceptual opening subsequently allowed
key disciples and admirers, such as Ahmed Aghayev (Aghaoglu), to transition seamlessly from
Pan-Islamism to a robust Pan-Turkism, as both projects were increasingly viewed as
complementary, rather than contradictory, paths toward collective modernization, empowerment,
and resistance against European and Russian domination.

. Jadidism (Usul-i Jadid): Originating in the Volga-Ural region through the foundational
work of thinkers like Abu Nasr al-Qursawi and Shihabeddin Marjani, Jadidism primarily advocated
for the reopening of ijtihad (independent legal reasoning) and comprehensive educational reform.
While its arguments were theologically grounded, its epistemological stance exhibited a distinct
form of "scriptural empiricism™ and an anti-philosophical traditionalism that was inherently
suspicious of complex rationalist demonstrations characteristic of the Usuli school in Shi'ism. This
methodological orientation, which favored a direct, often literal, engagement with primary texts,
created a tangible resonance with the broader empiricist and anti-scholastic spirit of the age. The
educational reforms championed by Ismail Gasprinskiy (Gasprali), which systematically separated
"worldly" (dunyavi) and "religious" (dini) sciences, further entrenched this epistemological divide
within Muslim society and unwittingly aligned with the core agenda of the Progressivists.
Consequently, Jadidist schools became pivotal institutional nodes for the dissemination of modern,
secular knowledge.

. Shaykhism and Babism: Esotericism as a Form of Sensory Rationalism:

The Shaykhi school, founded by Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa'i, and its radical offshoot, Babism,
presented a profound theological and epistemological challenge to mainstream Usuli Shi'ism.
Although these movements are often categorized by their esoteric doctrines, a critical analysis of
their epistemological stance reveals a significant, albeit theologically heterodox, engagement with
empiricist and rationalist sensibilities. The core Shaykhi concept of Hurqalya—yposited as an
intermediary metaphysical realm bridging the physical and purely spiritual worlds—can be
interpreted as a sophisticated attempt to provide a rational-sensory explanatory framework for key
Shi'i doctrines, notably eschatology and the Occultation of the Twelfth Imam. This conceptual
framework sought to render the immaterial (ghayb) conceptually tangible and accessible, thereby
circumventing the need for the complex philosophical rationalism of the Usuli tradition. This
methodological approach of articulating spiritual concepts in quasi-sensory and rationally
accessible terms created an unexpected, but historically significant, resonance with the broader
empiricist and anti-clerical spirit of the age. Furthermore, the Babi movement, which emerged
directly from Shaykhism, explicitly rejected certain popular traditional Shi'i practices it deemed
"superstitious,” such as specific forms of passionate mourning (ta'ziya), thereby positioning itself
as a movement of rational religious reform and purification. This critical stance towards established
religious tradition and clerical authority aligned, in its practical consequences, with the
modernizing impulse of Progressivists and Jadids. Historical evidence of active collaboration
between Babi-Azali intellectuals and Caucasian secularists, such as the well-documented
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relationship between Mirza Malkam Khan and Akhundzade, underscores a pragmatic alliance
founded on a shared opposition to the traditional clerical establishment (ulama) and a common
desire to "rationalize" religious and social life.

iii. Turanist-Turkism: Nationalism as a Modernist Epistemology

The ascendance of Turanist-Turkism must be understood as a direct ideological response to the
realities of colonial subjugation and the pervasive, often racist, influence of Pan-Slavism within
the Russian Empire. This ideology represented a strategic and profound shift from a religiously-
defined communal identity (the Ummah) to a secular, linguistically and ethnically-based national
identity. As a quintessentially modernist and secular political project, nationalism inherently
operates on a materialist and sensory-based epistemology. It grounds its claims to legitimacy, not
in transcendental truths, divine revelation, or philosophical abstractions, but in tangible,
empirically verifiable, and historically contingent categories such as a common vernacular
language, shared ethnic origins ("blood"), and a historic connection to a specific territory ("soil" or
"vatan"). This foundational reliance on sensory data, anthropological observation, and worldly
phenomena created a profound epistemological affinity with the other two movements. The telling
intellectual trajectory of key figures, such as Ahmed Aghayev, who transitioned seamlessly from
the universalism of Pan-Islamism to the particularism of Pan-Turkism, demonstrates that this
ideological shift was not a radical break but a logical progression within a shared epistemological
framework that consistently prioritized observable, worldly realities as the basis for political
mobilization. The documented influence of Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani's ideas on the
ideological development of the Young Turks (Committee of Union and Progress) further
underscores the deep historical and intellectual interconnectedness of these seemingly distinct
ideological streams.

F. Conclusion: Epistemological Convergence as the Catalyst for Ideological Synthesis

In conclusion, this study contends that the remarkable historical synergy between Progressivism,
Religious Reform, and Turanist-Turkism in the South Caucasus was not a mere contingent political
alignment or a temporary tactical alliance. Rather, it was fundamentally predicated on a deep-
seated and previously under-examined convergence in their epistemological foundations. The
common thread weaving these disparate ideologies into a coherent historical force was their shared
opposition to the prevailing modes of Shi'i rationalism (as systematized in Usuli scholasticism) and
a pronounced, multifaceted tendency towards various forms of empiricism and sensory-based
validation of knowledge.

. Progressivism explicitly and wholeheartedly championed the empirical method of modern
Western science as the sole path to truth and power.
. Religious Reform movements (Jadidism, certain instrumentalist strands of Pan-Islamism,

and the heterodoxies of Shaykhism-Babism), each in their distinct ways, promoted a "return™ to a
purer, more direct, and unmediated understanding of faith and reality—whether through scriptural
literalism, individual ijtihad, or esoteric concepts that sought to make the spiritual tangible. All
these strategies functionally circumvented the need for the complex, hierarchy-supporting
rationalism of the established Usuli orthodoxy.

. Turanist-Turkism grounded its nationalist political project squarely in the tangible, sensory,
and historically verifiable realities of language, ethnicity, and territory, explicitly rejecting
transcendent or metaphysical bases for political community.

A pivotal figure exemplifying this broader epistemological shift was Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-
Afghani. While universally recognized as a proponent of Islamic revival and resistance, his
intellectual project was profoundly shaped by an empiricist and pragmatist engagement with the
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challenges of modernity. His relentless emphasis on the demonstrable compatibility of Islam with
modern science and reason, and his strategic advocacy for adopting the tangible, worldly sources
of Western power and organization, reflected a deep-seated empiricist orientation. This orientation
consistently prioritized observable, worldly causes for civilizational progress and decline, thereby
creating a powerful shared epistemological language with other modernist and reformist
movements of his time, even if his ultimate goals were articulated within a pan-Islamic framework.
It was this shared epistemological disposition—this common "way of knowing" and validating
truth—that provided the necessary intellectual infrastructure and cultural precondition for the
extensive collaboration and mutual understanding observed among their proponents. The external
imperative of "Progress” and liberation from foreign dominance acted as the primary driving force,
but the essential vehicle for this multifaceted convergence was the compatible epistemological
language they all, consciously or not, came to speak. The ultimate political manifestation of this
grand synthesis was the establishment of the secular Azerbaijan Democratic Republic in 1918—
the first secular republic in the Muslim world. This state was thus not an historical anomaly or a
purely foreign implant, but rather the logical political outcome of an ideological fusion made
possible by a profound underlying epistemological harmony. Despite its short-lived political
sovereignty, this convergence permanently altered the region's intellectual landscape, setting the
course for its future development..
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- Algar, Hamed, “AKUNDZADA,” Encyclopadia Iranica, I/7, pp. 735-740; an updated version is
available online at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/akundzada-playwright (accessed on 13
May 2014)
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