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Introduction

The term geyhiilisiam, composed of two originally Arabic words,
shaykh (old man or chief) and islam, first appears to have
emerged as an honorific title reserved for the most highly
respected among the filemd, as well as for the most prominent
Sufis in the province of Khurasan in the second half of the fourth
century A.H., namely in the end of the tenth century A.D.! From
its appearance in Khurasin, geyhiilislam as a term and as an
office (not yet in the sense of the Ottoman usage which will be
treated in detail below) spread into various lands, such as Arabia,
Persia, China and India, etc.? The title scems to have developed
in somewhat different forms in each of these diverse lands,
notwithstanding the fact that it has signified generally a judicial
authority over the learned class. In this survey, I shall rather con-
fine my research specifically to the early evolution of seyhiilis-
lam as a high religious office in the Ottoman Empire, after offer-
ing a few important points with regard to its general aspects.

* The early version of this essay was presented to the Institute of
Islamic Studies, McGill University, in 1992, During its preparation
I received generous academic support from Professor A. Uner
Turgay, the Director of that Institute, who alse kindly made invalu-
able comments on the essay before its completion. [ am, therefore,
most grateful to him for his unselfish helff,
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In some of the Muslim territories certain titles of reverence
came into use in addition to that of the more widespread Seyhiilis-
lam: ‘Imad al-Islam (Pillar of Islam), Fakhr al-Islam (Honor of
Islam), Rukn al-1siam (Basis of Islam), Zayn al-Islam (Omament
of Islam), Shams al-Islam (Sun of Islam), Jamal al-Islam (Beauty
of Islam), Diyd’ al-Islam (Light of Islam), Baha al-Islam
(Splendor of Islam), Hujjat al-Islam (Proof of Tslam), Burhan al-
Islam (Authority of Islam) and Nizam al-Islam (Order of Islam,
and so on. Each of these honorary epithets was atiributed to only
a few scholars who specialized in various Islamic disciplines, but
more particularly in Islamic law. Al-Ghazali (d. 1111), for
instance, received the appellation Hujjat al-Islam (Proof of
Islam) for having composed several eminent works in defense of
Islamic dogmas against the attacks of philosophers.*

The term seyhiilislam, however, was not uniquely applied
to one or two individuals, but according to one Ottoman Turkish
source, as a title it had been attributed to three groups of people
before the advent of the Ottoman State.’

(DA learned person is called Seyhiilisiam by his
countrymen without any restriction,® (ii) the man
who was recognized with the nickname of Seyhiilis-
lam,” (ili) the man who acquired a certificate
(icazetndme) to issue fetvds (religious verdicts) on
some judicial matters.8

3 Mehmet Pakahn, Tarih Deyimleri ve Terimleri Sozliigii (Istanbul,
1965), 3: 347.

4 Ibid,
5 “Ali Emiri Efendi, “Mesihat-1 islamiye Tarihcesi,” /imive Salngmesi
(Istanbul, 1334), 305. o

& For instance, the celebrated theologian Fakhr al-Din Razi was gen-
erally known as Seyhiilislam to the people of Herat. See, ibid,, n. 1.

7 *Alib. Muhammad b. Isma‘il al-Isbijabi became famous by his nick-
name Seyhiilislam. Ibid., n. 2,

8 ‘Ali E. Efendi, in referring to the Kitgh al-A‘lam, notes that
Jeyhiilislam Abu Muzaffar Ybrahim al-Burhani obtained the
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