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    Tracing the rise of a world religion from its seventh-century beginnings to its complex institutional forms, Mohammedanism presents a learned survey of belief, law, and communal life while probing the persistent question of how spiritual authority and worldly power shape one another across regions and eras.

C. Snouck Hurgronje’s Mohammedanism is a work of scholarly synthesis in the history and study of religion, positioned between historical overview and sociological analysis. First appearing in the early twentieth century, it reflects the academic currents of that period, when European scholarship sought to systematize knowledge about non-European traditions. The book’s scope is global, but its subject is Islam as it was understood then, approached through philological learning and comparative observation. Readers encounter a concise, structured introduction intended for the educated public and students, framed by the author’s commitment to clarity and to historical context rather than devotional exposition.

The premise is straightforward yet ambitious: to describe the origins of the Islamic community, track the formation of doctrine and ritual, and outline the ways religious authority has been exercised and contested over time. Hurgronje arranges his material to move from foundation to expansion and then to the contemporary world of his day, creating a progression that emphasizes continuity and transformation. The experience offered is that of a compact, carefully argued lecture-series in prose, measured in tone, attentive to definitions, and reliant on textual evidence. The style is analytic rather than polemical, with an emphasis on historical causation and institutional development.

Core themes include the relationship between revelation and community, the emergence of legal and ritual frameworks, the consolidation and fragmentation of authority, and the variety of local expressions within a universal creed. The book examines how unity of belief coexists with diversity of practice, how institutions arise to stabilize faith, and how political realities press upon religious ideals. It also asks how memory and history interact in shaping communal identity. While the narrative remains general, it underscores enduring questions: What makes a religious community cohere, and under what pressures do its forms of leadership and law evolve?

Although the author aims at an impartial account, Mohammedanism bears the imprint of its era’s scholarly methods and assumptions. The very title reflects a historical vocabulary that modern readers may find dated; today, Islam is the preferred term. Recognizing this context allows readers to engage critically and constructively with the work, appreciating its careful organization and wide learning while remaining alert to limitations characteristic of early twentieth-century Orientalist scholarship. The book’s value lies not only in its synthesis but also in its function as a document of how Islam was framed for a general European readership at the time of publication.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a window on the formation of academic narratives about Islam and as a succinct map of themes that continue to animate discussion: law and ethics, communal belonging, political legitimacy, reform, and continuity with the past. It invites reflection on how scholarly categories shape understanding and how historical interpretation interacts with lived religion. Students of religious studies, history, and global politics may find it a useful touchstone—both for its content and as a case study in method—prompting questions about evidence, generalization, and the responsibilities of cross-cultural interpretation.

Approached as an accessible survey, Mohammedanism offers a compact, intellectually oriented reading experience: orderly in structure, steady in pace, and directed by a preference for clear exposition over rhetorical flourish. Readers can expect carefully signposted transitions from origins to institutions to the author’s present, with recurring attention to how ideas gain social form. Its strengths are synthesis and a disciplined focus on essentials, making it a practical starting point for those seeking historical orientation. Read with curiosity and a critical eye, it opens a path into both the study of Islam and the history of how Islam has been studied.
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    Mohammedanism presents C. Snouck Hurgronje’s concise account of Islam’s origin, historical development, and contemporary condition as seen in the early twentieth century. Framed as lectures, the book aims to describe rather than judge, distinguishing between formal doctrine and lived practice. Hurgronje outlines his historical method, drawing on scripture, legal scholarship, and observation to explain how religious belief and social organization are intertwined. He uses the period term “Mohammedanism” for what is now commonly called Islam, and sets the stage by highlighting the faith’s unifying ideas, the durability of its institutions, and the need to understand both theology and the everyday life of Muslim communities.

The book begins with the Arabian background and the prophetic mission of Muhammad. It describes the emergence of a monotheistic message centered on God’s oneness, prophecy, and accountability, and traces the transformation from a persecuted preaching in Mecca to a structured community in Medina. Hurgronje emphasizes how religious revelation and political leadership developed together, shaping norms of worship and governance. He introduces the foundational practices—profession of faith, prayer, almsgiving, fasting, and pilgrimage—and shows how early communal discipline, taxation, and dispute resolution arose. This section establishes the pattern by which a religious ideal became a communal order influencing law, administration, and social conduct.

Hurgronje then surveys Islam’s rapid territorial expansion after Muhammad’s death, focusing on succession, the caliphate, and the consolidation of authority. He outlines the Rashidun and Umayyad periods, the administrative accommodations to diverse populations, and the gradual processes of conversion and acculturation. The narrative notes how Arabic as a liturgical and administrative language fostered cohesion, while local customs persisted under new rule. Expansion is presented as both a political and religious phenomenon, with the caliphate asserting leadership yet adapting to regional realities. This section sets up later discussions of how imperial growth, fiscal systems, and social hierarchies influenced the evolution of Muslim belief and practice.

Turning to the formation of doctrine and law, the book describes the crystallization of the Sunna through hadith, the emergence of jurisprudential methods, and the authority of scholarly consensus. Hurgronje explains qiyas (analogy), the role of ijma (consensus), and the development of Sunni schools of law, alongside theological debates that produced traditions of speculative theology and creed. He highlights the madrasa as an institution for transmitting legal and religious learning, and the qadi and mufti as pivotal figures in adjudication and guidance. The result is a picture of a normative system rooted in scripture and precedent, administered by scholars who mediate between text and social life.

The exposition continues with worship and communal institutions as they took practical shape. Hurgronje outlines daily prayer, Friday congregational worship, fasting in Ramadan, charitable obligations, and the organization of the pilgrimage. He discusses family law, inheritance, contracts, and the role of waqf endowments in sustaining religious, educational, and charitable activities. The mosque is shown as both devotional space and community center, while Qur’anic recitation and Arabic literacy serve as unifying cultural forces. This section links piety to social order, illustrating how ritual observance, legal norms, and communal responsibilities reinforce one another in the regular life of Muslim societies.

The book then addresses diversity within the Muslim world, describing major sectarian divisions and mystical currents. Hurgronje outlines the distinction between Sunni and Shi‘i positions on authority and succession, notes the historical appearance of groups such as the Kharijites, and explains how varying doctrines shaped communal structures. He also examines Sufism as a widespread mode of piety, detailing brotherhoods, spiritual discipline, and the veneration of saints. While jurists and mystics sometimes conflict, the narrative presents their enduring coexistence. Regional variations in ritual and custom are shown to be significant, yet generally framed within overarching norms that maintain a recognizable common religious identity.

Shifting to political history, Hurgronje traces the Abbasid era, fragmentation into regional sultanates, and the subsequent rise of Turkic and Mongol powers, culminating in Ottoman predominance. He distinguishes between theories of caliphal authority and practical governance by sultans and local rulers. The discussion includes the legal and ethical parameters of warfare, the regulation of non-Muslim communities, and the interaction between scholars and state. Emphasis falls on institutional continuity alongside political change: courts, endowments, and scholarly networks persisted even as dynasties rose and fell. This framework explains how Muslim societies maintained religious order under varied and shifting political arrangements.

In examining the modern period, Hurgronje describes the impact of European expansion, new communications, and global markets on Muslim lands. He surveys reform movements, from puritan revivalism to intellectual attempts at reinterpretation, and situates pan-Islamic discourse within broader political currents. The book analyzes the Ottoman claim to caliphal leadership, the role of the press and the pilgrimage in circulating ideas, and the responses of colonial administrations. Hurgronje distinguishes religious sentiment from organized political action, noting the uneven reach of reform and solidarity. His account stresses the need to recognize local conditions while understanding transregional connections that shape contemporary Muslim publics.

The concluding chapters assess the “present state” of Islam in Hurgronje’s time, summarizing its resilience, internal plurality, and capacity for adaptation within legal and ethical frameworks. He underscores the influence of scholars, preachers, and mystics, the durability of ritual life, and the selective reception of modern ideas. The book’s central message is analytical: Islam is a historical community of belief and law whose institutions mediate change. Clear knowledge of its origins, doctrines, and social forms is essential for interpreting current developments. By presenting continuities and variations side by side, Hurgronje offers readers a structured understanding of Islam’s religious and political trajectory.
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    Published in 1916, Mohammedanism was written from Leiden during the First World War, when the Netherlands remained neutral but ruled the vast Dutch East Indies. The Muslim world it surveys was largely under European imperial control: British India and Egypt, French North and West Africa, Russian Central Asia, and the Dutch archipelago. The Ottoman Empire still claimed the caliphate, and Hejaz remained under Ottoman suzerainty through the Sharifate of Mecca. Telegraphs, steamships, and a burgeoning Arabic and Malay press linked far‑flung believers, heightening fears—and possibilities—of transregional mobilization. Snouck Hurgronje synthesized decades of scholarship and colonial advisory work to assess Islam’s origins, institutions, and contemporary political currents.

The book’s historical frame begins in western Arabia: Muhammad’s first revelations (c. 610), the Hijra to Yathrib/Medina (622), the consolidation of the umma, and the 630 conquest of Mecca. After Muhammad’s death (632), the Rashidun caliphs led expansions into Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and Persia; the Umayyads (661–750) extended rule to al‑Andalus (from 711) and Transoxiana. Under the Abbasids (750–1258), classical jurisprudence matured and the major Sunni legal schools crystallized (8th–9th centuries). Mohammedanism treats these facts not as antiquarian detail but as the institutional foundations—prophecy, caliphate, law, and scholarly authority—whose later transformations explain Islam’s political and social dynamics into the modern age.

Snouck Hurgronje’s fieldwork in the Hejaz decisively shaped his analysis. In 1884 he reached Jeddah and, in 1885, resided for months in Mecca, assuming a Muslim name to move within scholarly and mercantile circles. He collaborated with the Meccan physician and photographer al‑Sayyid ‘Abd al‑Ghaffar to document urban life and the Hajj’s logistics, while recording ritual practice, legal adjudication, and everyday sociability. Ottoman suspicion ultimately forced his departure in 1885. The book’s discussions of pilgrimage, mosque endowments, and the interplay of sharia and local custom rest on these observations, offering a rare, contemporaneous ethnographic window into the holy city’s institutions before the disruptions of wartime and later conquests.

The Aceh War (1873–1904), a protracted Dutch campaign in northern Sumatra, is central to the work’s political vantage. After initial invasions (1873–1874) failed to subdue Aceh’s sultanate, guerrilla struggle persisted. From 1891 to 1906 Snouck served in the Netherlands East Indies as Adviser for Native and Arab Affairs, conducting research published as De Atjèhers (1893–1894) and shaping policy. He urged separating the hereditary chiefs (uleebalang) from militant ulama, combining military pressure with accommodation of adat and religious life. Under J.B. van Heutsz (governor of Aceh, 1898–1904), this program advanced “pacification,” albeit with brutal campaigns in 1904. Mohammedanism distills these lessons into a general theory of “political” versus “devotional” Islam in colonial governance.

Pan‑Islamism under Sultan‑Caliph Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) forms another major thread. Leveraging telegraphy, pilgrimage routes, and consular networks, Istanbul courted Muslim loyalties from Morocco to Java. Thinkers such as Jamal al‑Din al‑Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) animated reformist, anti‑imperial debates. The Young Turk Revolution (1908) curtailed Hamidian autocracy, and Abdülhamid was deposed in 1909, but the Ottoman state still proclaimed jihad on 14 November 1914 against the Entente after aligning with Germany. Mohammedanism evaluates this appeal’s reach—serious yet uneven—and argues that colonial misrule, not doctrine alone, catalyzes solidarity, a judgment informed by Dutch anxieties in the Indies during the war years.

Religio‑political revival movements supplied case studies for the book’s typology. The Wahhabi alliance of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al‑Wahhab with Muhammad ibn Saud (1744) forged a state that captured Mecca and Medina before its destruction by forces of Muhammad ‘Ali of Egypt in 1818; a second Saudi state (1824–1891) followed. The Sanusi order, founded by Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al‑Sanusi (d. 1859), built lodges across Cyrenaica and the Sahara, resisting Italian expansion after 1911. In Sudan, Muhammad Ahmad’s Mahdiyya (proclaimed 1881) seized Khartoum in 1885 and fell at Omdurman in 1898. Mohammedanism treats these as modern proofs that doctrinal reform can underpin durable, territorially ambitious polities.

Broader imperial pressures also structure the book’s horizon. The Indian Uprising of 1857 ended the Mughal dynasty and inaugurated the British Raj (1858), reshaping Muslim elites’ education, law, and patronage. In Algeria, ‘Abd al‑Qadir’s jihad (1832–1847) confronted French conquest; in Central Asia, Russia captured Tashkent (1865), Samarkand (1868), Khiva (1873), and subdued Kokand (1876). Dutch consolidation in the archipelago culminated in the Ethical Policy (1901), promising welfare while extending control. As a colonial adviser, Snouck drafted memoranda recommending recognition of sharia courts within limits and careful oversight of Sufi orders. Mohammedanism generalizes from these arenas to compare how differing imperial techniques reframed Muslim communal authority.

As social and political critique, the book challenges the trope of undifferentiated “fanaticism,” insisting on distinctions between ritual observance, learned authority, and mobilized opposition. It condemns indiscriminate repression that collapses piety into sedition, showing—through Aceh and Ottoman propaganda alike—how coercion and humiliation radicalize constituencies. By mapping tensions between ulama, notables, and rural followers, it exposes class and patronage fractures that colonial policies could exacerbate or mitigate. It also criticizes instrumental uses of the caliphate for geopolitical ends while urging respect for local custom (adat) alongside sharia. The result is a program for informed governance that, implicitly, indicts both imperial overreach and superficial understandings of Muslim societies.
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