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In written literature and oral poetry, and in commerce and diplomatic intrigue, the 
Ottoman empire and Caliphate have long loomed large in the social imaginaries of 
Southeast Asian Muslims. As early as the fourteenth century (which is to say, in pre- 
Ottoman times), Malay epics made numerous references to Istanbul, “Turks,” and 
“Rum” (the term later used for the Ottoman empire). In the mid-sixteenth century, 
the Sultanate of Aceh established a short-lived embassy in Istanbul. Although few 
made the long trek from Anatolia to the archipelago, several Ottoman scholars, like 
the Medina-based Kurdish Naqshbandi, Ibrahim Kurani (1616-90), exercised 
influence in maritime Southeast Asia. Although the Ottoman engagement with 
Southeast Asia appears to have slackened in the eighteenth century, commercial, 
diplomatic, and religious ties revived in the nineteenth. An 1824 letter from the 
Sultan of Kedah to Istanbul describes ships sailing annually to Penang from Egypt; in 
the same year, the Kedah sultan appealed to the Ottoman ruler for help against the 
Siamese (the plea appears to have been ignored). Prince Dipanagara of Java laid claim 
to an Ottoman-inspired name among his varied titles, and organized his army using 
Turkish-based terminology. In the late-nineteenth century, mosque preachers in 
several parts of the Dutch East Indies recited the name of the Ottoman sultan when 
introducing their sermons. In these and other respects, the allure of the Ottomans 
across Muslim Southeast Asia has long been real, even if, as the editors of this fine 
volume make clear, “influences were largely one-way, from the Ottoman lands to 
Southeast Asia” (17).

From Anatolia to Aceh is the product of an international project sponsored by the 
British Academy, which culminated in a conference held in Banda, Aceh, in January 
2012. Although specialists of Muslim Southeast Asia have long been aware of the 
Ottoman connection, the fact that archival and literary materials for investigating the 
relationship are dispersed around the world and written in a dizzying array of 
languages has stood in the way of any systematic investigation of this important 
feature of global Muslim history. Investigation has also been impeded by the fact that 
“scholars of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey ... have concentrated almost entirely on 
Istanbul’s relations with Europe and neighboring Muslim states” (5). From this 
comparative perspective, the fourteen chapters in this volume represent a welcome 
and, in fact, unparalleled contribution to the state of our knowledge, as well as 
providing us with signposts as to where more work needs to be done.

A. C. S. Peacock and Annabel Teh Gallop open the volume with a succinct but 
masterful overview, not just of the book’s chapters, but the state of the field with 
regard to Ottoman-Southeast Asian ties. The authors point out that previous studies
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explored the relationship between the Middle East and Southeast Asia by focusing 
either on religious links, in particular with regards to the spread of Islam, or the 
influence of Hadhrami Arabs in Southeast Asia. In both cases priority has been given 
to Arab populations, to the neglect of the Ottoman rulers that governed most of the 
Arab Middle East from 1517-1918. Peacock and Teh Gallop show that the sixteenth 
century was the peak of commercial and diplomatic contacts in the early modern 
period, giving way to a less sustained engagement until the renewal of commercial, 
diplomatic, and religious relationships in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In chapter two, Anthony Reid, a pioneer of historical research on Ottoman- 
Southeast Asian ties, revisits the relationship “between the two great hinges of 
Eurasian maritime commerce” (25), the Ottoman Middle East and Southeast Asia. He 
pays particular attention to the uses made of the real and imagined relationship 
between the two regions by Turkish, European, and indigenous Southeast Asian 
writers. Reid also provides a fascinatingly personal perspective on his own efforts to 
forge ties to modern historians of Turkey in an effort to deepen collaborations.

Chapters three through six examine the political and economic relationship 
between Ottoman lands and specific territories in Southeast Asia. Jorge Santo Alves 
provides a vivid account of Aceh-Ottoman relations in the sixteenth century. Among 
many unexpected things, he observes that Jewish refugees from the Inquisition in 
Portugal had taken up residence in major urban centers in maritime South and 
Southeast Asia, only to find themselves subject to new persecutions at the hands of 
Asian-based Portuguese in the 1560s. In chapter four, Peacock explores the economic 
relationship between the Ottomans and Southeast Asia in the seventeenth century, 
demonstrating that economic exchange continued, notwithstanding the diminution of 
direct political ties. In chapter five, Jeyamalar Kathirithamby-Wells explores Ottoman 
influences in the Malay-Indonesian world by way of tarikat (Sufi orders) ties, sermon 
texts, and expanding Hadhrami diasporic networks. In the late-colonial period, she 
shows, Hadhramis in the Indies laid claim to Ottoman nationality and equal 
citizenship with Europeans in the Dutch Indies. In chapter six, Isaac Donoso examines 
the Ottoman role in the Philippines from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. 
Among his findings is the fact that Spanish officials worried about potential Ottoman 
influence over Muslim sultanates in the southern Philippines.

The next five chapters examine Ottoman references and interactions in Southeast 
Asian lands in the late colonial period. In chapter seven, Ismail Hakki Kadi explores 
debates among Western colonial authorities and leading orientalists in the late- 
colonial period over the true nature of the Caliphate and the authenticity of the 
Ottoman sultans’ claims to political and spiritual leadership over the Muslim 
inhabitants of European colonies. He shows that, although Europeans accused 
Ottoman authorities of meddling in their colonies, much of the Ottoman involvement 
in the region in the late colonial period “was prompted by various initiatives from the 
region” (152). In chapter eight, Ismail Hakki Goksoy sheds new light on one of the 
most familiar examples of Ottoman-Southeast Asian ties in the nineteenth century: 
the repeated appeals of Acehnese rulers to the Ottoman sultan for protection against 
an impending Dutch assault. Digging far deeper than previous studies into Turkish 
sources, Goksoy explores the breadth of Turkish government and public support for 
the Acehnese cause, and the force with which the Dutch rejected all Turkish offers of
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mediation. In chapter nine, William G. Clarence-Smith offers a fascinating 
reassessment of American appeals to Middle Eastern rulers to help mediate a 
settlement to Muslim armed resistance to American colonialism in the southern 
Philippines, beginning with John Finley’s mission to Istanbul in 1912-13. The 
Americans’ willingness to appeal to Ottoman authorities stands in stark contrast to 
Dutch and British refusals to countenance any role for Ottoman rulers in the new 
Western colonies. In chapter ten, Amrita Malhi examines the repeated invocations of 
the Ottoman Caliphate made by native rulers in the Malay peninsula between 1874 
and 1928, as the British made their “forward movement” into the previously 
independent Malay states. In an original and important reading of these overlooked 
events, Malhi demonstrates that the practice of invoking the Caliphate was 
emblematic of a profound reworking of the global order, recognized by Malay 
Muslims, and expressed in their increasingly desperate appeals to the ideal of the 
Caliphate even as a global British imperialism was ushering in the Ottoman collapse. 
In chapter eleven, Chiara Formichi provides a subtle account of Indonesian politicians’ 
and writers’ efforts to come to terms with the vicissitudes of the late Ottoman 
Empire, the Caliphate’s dissolution, and the rise of Turkey as a secular republic. 
Formichi demonstrates that each phase of these changes was reflected in fractious 
debates among different nationalist streams in the Dutch Indies. Mustafa Kemal’s 
abolition of the caliphate in 1924 was the focus of particular polemic. Some decried 
the event as a disastrous blow to Muslim interests, while others, like the nationalist 
Soetomo, saw the initiative as a key feature of Turkish efforts to regulate religion “in a 
modern way” (253).

The volume’s third and final section is dedicated to cultural and religious 
influences from Ottoman lands into Southeast Asia. In chapter twelve, Vladimir 
Braginsky provides a breathtaking overview of references to Turks and Turkish culture 
in Malay letters from the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Although the 
“Turkic-Turkish theme has by no means been marginal in traditional Malay literature” 
(263), it has been the subject of few studies, and almost none from the subtly literary 
perspective that Braginsky provides. In chapter thirteen, Oman Fathurahman 
examines new textual evidence for intellectual and religious exchanges from the 
Ottoman lands to Aceh, drawing on an array of Arabic and Malay manuscripts written 
between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. He observes that the number of 
such texts is relatively few, and that most connections developed through indirect 
rather than direct contacts, notwithstanding speculation as to the existence of an 
Ottoman colony in Aceh at the end of the seventeenth century. In the book’s 
fourteenth and final chapter, Ali Akbar examines the presence of Ottoman Qur’ans in 
early modern Southeast Asia, and Ottoman influences on Qur’anic stylistics from the 
mid-twentieth century to today. In a text accompanied by beautiful photographic 
images, Akbar demonstrates that a good number of original Ottoman Qur’ans made 
their way to Southeast Asia in early modern times, and Ottoman stylistic influences 
remain pervasive even today, especially with regard to calligraphy, illumination, and 
page layout.

The study of Ottoman influences on Muslim Southeast Asia has long been a 
dauntingly specialized field. In light of its linguistic, archival, and historiographic 
complexity, the field is likely to remain specialized and dauntingly multidisciplinary 
for some time to come. But it is precisely this complexity that makes this book’s
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synthesis and depth such a welcome achievement, and a work important for all 
scholars intrigued by the history of Ottoman connections to Muslim Southeast Asia.


