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Abstract

This study examines the effects of Ottoman reforms in the period 1839-1911 (1255-1327 AH)
on the structure and organization of the Najaf Seminary. The Ottoman reforms, which were
designed with the aim of modernization and centralization, not only affected the
governmental, social, and religious structures of the Ottoman Empire, but also had profound
effects on religious institutions, especially the Najaf Seminary. In this regard, the main goal of
the study is to analyze how the Ottoman government designed and implemented these reforms
and the religious reactions of the Najaf scholars to these developments. Also, another goal of
the study is to examine how the Najaf Seminary maintained its religious and scientific identity
against the reform pressures that arose following the implementation of modern and
centralized systems by the Ottoman government. The hypothesis of the study is that despite
the Ottoman government's efforts to change religious and educational structures, the Najaf
Seminary was able to maintain its independence by using its own jurisprudential and religious
tools. The research method used in this study is a historical method with a descriptive-
analytical approach that attempts to explain the research problem by relying on documents,
correspondence, and intellectual texts published by Najaf scholars. The research findings
show that Ottoman reforms, especially in the judicial, educational, and financial fields, put
serious pressure on the independence of the Najaf Seminary. However, these reform policies,
which were designed to strengthen the central government and create modern systems, were
in practice met with a reaction from the Najaf scholars, and not only did they maintain their
religious and scientific identity, but their actions also strengthened the resistance identity of
the Najaf Seminary and strengthened its position on the global level.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The Hawza (Shia Seminary) of Najaf has long been recognized as a preeminent
intellectual and religious center of Shi’ism. Historically, this institution played a
pivotal role in safeguarding Shiite jurisprudence, educating generations of
religious scholars, and shaping the socio-political consciousness of Shiite
communities. However, during the Ottoman Tanzimat period (1839-1911), the
Najaf Hawza faced unprecedented challenges stemming from the Ottoman
state’s modernization and centralization policies. These reforms aimed to
reorganize administrative, educational, financial, and judicial institutions along
modern bureaucratic lines, largely inspired by European models. Consequently,
traditional religious institutions, including the Najaf Hawza, became subject to
increasing governmental oversight and intervention.

This study examines the impact of Ottoman reforms on the organizational
structure, educational system, financial independence, and religious authority of
the Najaf Hawza. It further investigates the strategies Shiite scholars employed
to preserve the seminary’s autonomy and maintain its intellectual and religious
identity amidst Ottoman centralization efforts. The central hypothesis of this
research is that despite extensive Ottoman attempts to integrate religious
institutions into the modern state apparatus, the Najaf Hawza successfully
safeguarded its independence through the strategic leverage of its religious
authority, robust transnational Shiite networks, financial autonomy, and a
persistent discourse of resistance.

2. Methodology

This research adopts a historical, descriptive-analytical approach, drawing
primarily from Ottoman archival sources, official governmental reports,
religious fatwas, scholarly correspondence, and historical writings pertaining to
the Najaf Hawza and the Ottoman administration in Iraq. The analytical
framework centers on several key variables: Ottoman modernization policies,
educational and financial reforms, administrative centralization, the reactions of
Shiite scholars, and the role of transnational Shiite networks in preserving the
Hawza's autonomy. The study also contextualizes these dynamics within the
broader socio-political landscape of nineteenth-century Iraq, encompassing
sectarian dynamics, tribal relations, economic transformations, and foreign
influences. Particular attention is paid to the mechanisms of resistance utilized
by Najaf scholars, including the issuance of fatwas, the organization of religious
gatherings, the maintenance of independent educational structures, the
expansion of financial networks, and the dissemination of Shiite resistance
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discourse. By comparatively analyzing Ottoman governmental objectives
against the responses of religious authorities, this study aims to offer a
comprehensive understanding of the interplay between modernization and
traditional religious institutions.

3. Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that Ottoman reforms exerted considerable
pressure on the educational, administrative, and financial fabric of the Najaf
Hawza. The Ottoman state sought to standardize educational curricula, impose
centralized supervision over religious schools, and integrate traditional
institutions into the modern bureaucratic system. These policies directly
challenged Najaf's established pedagogical methods, which were characterized
by direct teacher-student interaction, decentralized instruction, and independent
scholarly authority. In response to these pressures, the seminary adopted
adaptive yet resistant strategies. Rather than capitulating to direct governmental
control, Najaf scholars reorganized internal administrative mechanisms,
reinforced scholarly councils, and implemented limited educational adjustments
aligned with Shiite jurisprudential traditions. This strategic adaptation enabled
the Hawza to preserve its intellectual distinctiveness while navigating
contemporary challenges.

Financial reforms represented another significant arena of contention.
Ottoman taxation policies and state oversight of endowments threatened the
seminary's economic underpinnings. The establishment of a centralized waqf
administration ~ diminished local financial autonomy and amplified state
intervention in religious finances. In retaliation, Najaf scholars expanded
transnational financial networks, linking Iraq with Shiite communities in Iran,
India, Bahrain, Lebanon, and beyond. Through religious taxes like khums and
solicitations from merchants and pilgrims, the Hawza sustained its financial
independence, thereby mitigating its reliance on localized economic structures.

Furthermore, the study reveals that the resistance of Najaf scholars extended
beyond institutional measures to encompass intellectual and social dimensions.
Shiite scholars skillfully employed religious discourse, drawing on principles of
justice, resistance against oppression, and the imperative of preserving religious
identity. Through sermons, fatwas, commemorative rituals, and religious
assemblies, they mobilized Shiite communities against Ottoman centralization
policies, often without resorting to overt political confrontation.

Crucially, the seminary’s transnational networks proved instrumental in
bolstering its autonomy. Pilgrims, merchants, religious representatives
(wukala), and students acted as conduits for religious authority, financial
resources, and intellectual influence across diverse Shiite regions. These
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networks effectively transformed Najaf into a global nexus of Shiite
scholarship, empowering it to counter Ottoman attempts at isolation and
control.

Interestingly, Ottoman reforms inadvertently fostered the strengthening of
the Najaf Hawza's identity and global reach. While ostensibly aiming to curtail
the influence of religious institutions, the reforms spurred the Hawza to develop
more organized administrative structures, expand its international networks, and
solidify its mechanisms of religious legitimacy. Consequently, Najaf evolved
not merely as a religious institution but as a potent socio-political actor capable
of influencing significant developments within Iraq and the broader Shiite
world.

4. Conclusion

The Ottoman Tanzimat reforms constituted a substantial endeavor to modernize
and centralize the Ottoman Empire. However, in the context of the Najaf
Hawza, these reforms met considerable resistance, anchored in religious
legitimacy, financial autonomy, and transnational Shiite solidarity. Despite
pressures concerning educational standardization, administrative oversight, and
financial centralization, the Hawza of Najaf succeeded in preserving its
independence and reinforcing its religious authority.

The findings underscore how the inherent flexibility of the seminary's
traditional structure, coupled with the leadership of prominent Shiite scholars
and the support of international Shiite networks, enabled Najaf not only to
endure but to enhance its standing during a period of profound political
transformation. The seminary’s resistance significantly contributed to the
preservation of Shiite identity and laid the groundwork for its subsequent
political and social influence in twentieth-century Iraq.

This study posits that future research could further elucidate the intricate
relationship between religious institutions and modernization projects within the
Islamic world. Comparative studies focusing on other seminaries and religious
centers would be particularly valuable. Additionally, greater scholarly attention
should be directed towards Ottoman archival materials, the dynamics of
transnational ~ Shiite networks, and the socio-economic underpinnings of
religious authority in the modern Middle East.
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