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Conventional narratives of the nineteenth century tend to regard the Middle East as a 
geography of an age-old sectarianism. The fact that scholarly interest mostly focuses 
on sectarian violence obscures a profound culture of coexistence in the Middle East 
by implying an intrinsic fanaticism in this ethno-religiously diverse geography. Em-
bracing a dialectic approach to the traditional historiography, this book excavates the 
other side of the coin, and reveals a sinking into oblivion story of a political culture 
which valorized coexistence, namely the ecumenical frame. 

The author’s goal was to write a chronology of coexistence dating back to the late 
Ottoman reformist era which flourished in Arab provinces during nahda, was shaken 
by European colonizers’ emphasis on ethno-religious differences, nationalized by ma-
jor intellectual figures after the colonization era, and finally challenged by Zionist 
ideology. In this book, Makdisi reaches the conclusion that modern anti-sectarian ef-
forts in the Middle East are actually rooted in an ecumenical tradition which goes 
back to 1860, and that the history of sectarianism in the Arab world is not intrinsical-
ly different from any other conflictual stories around the world, such as in the US, 
Europe and South Asia. 

The book is divided into two parts, and each part consists of three chapters. The 
first part addresses the emergence of the ecumenical frame during the Ottoman nine-
teenth century, and the second deals with the post-Ottoman Arab world in the era of 
Western colonialism. The book starts by depicting how the Ottoman state dealt with 
religious differences before the nineteenth century based on an imperial millet system 
which granted religious and civil autonomy to non-Muslim communities for their po-
litical and fiscal subordination alongside a Muslim primacy over non-Muslims. Based 
on this autonomy, the Ottoman Empire did not concern itself with inner religious 
conflicts as long as they did not threaten the status quo, the social order or tax reve-
nues. The state authorities therefore embraced an equivocated attitude towards increas-
ing foreign missionary endeavors in the eighteenth century. However, Western mis-
sionaries had already started to read the empire’s multi-religious system in extremely 
sectarian terms. 

In the following chapter, the author examines the rising anti-Christian sectarian vio-
lence in the mid-nineteenth century and analyses how Ottoman ambiguous Tanzimat 
reformism and European aggressive interventionist solutions such as drawing ethno-
geographical lines and establishing the Mutasarrafiyya of Mount Lebanon, legitimated 
the newly emerging sectarian paradigm by rigidifying and politicizing the form of co-
existence. Strikingly, at the very same time, the Ottoman Arab world witnessed a call 

Ussama Makdisi. Age of Coexistence 

Diyâr, 3. Jg., 1/2022, S. 146–148 

147 

for an anti-sectarian compatriotship, secular citizenship and ecumenical equality be-
tween Muslim and non-Muslim subjects issued by Butrus al-Bustani. This constituted 
the beginning of the ecumenical frame in an age of genocide, which is examined in 
Chapter 3. 

Depicting the nineteenth-century bifurcation of the Ottoman Empire, the author 
emphasizes that in contrast with the Balkan separatism and the xenophobic Ottoman 
Turkish Muslim nationalism in Anatolia, an Arab renaissance called nahda was occur-
ring in Ottoman Mashriq by means of a modern press and schooling. In particular, 
Butrus al-Bustani’s evaluation of sectarian violence and the 1860 Damascus affair as 
‘a pedagogical problem of the self ’ constitutes a foundational example for Makdisi’s 
theoretical ecumenical frame (p. 68). However, due to the collapse of the empire and 
the subsequent establishment of European colonial rule, the Arab ecumenical frame 
as a product of the late Ottoman age was challenged and needed to be recalibrated in 
European-colonized conditions (p. 109). 

Since the Western colonial rationale was based on an imagined Orient ‘as a mosaic 
of irreconcilable, antagonistic religious and ethnic communities’ (p. 118) in need of 
colonial tutelage, the possibility of the mobilization of the ecumenical frame and its 
faith in an anti-sectarian, secular Arabness was challenging the colonial discourse. 
Against this threat, while de-Ottomanizing Arab political culture, the European 
mandate era could not uproot this ecumenical frame but caused it to be nationalized. 
Here the author argues that despite their notable differences, nationalized models of 
each land still reflect a common ecumenical heritage. 

In order to provide a closer look at these differentiations in the post-Ottoman Arab 
world, the author compares Michel Chiha’s Lebanon and Sati’ al-Husri’s Iraq. Both of 
these intellectuals inherited the Ottoman ecumenical frame but as a result of French 
and British pro-sectarian policies in different part of the Arab world, they ended up 
transforming the unified coexistence ideal into communalism in Lebanon and secular 
nationalism in Iraq. Makdisi elaborates this schism in the Arab world as competing 
models for rebuilding the ecumenical frame within a narrower national term (p. 128). 

Building on the previous chapters, the final section investigates the emergence of a 
disparate political culture, Zionism, which broke the ecumenical frame in the Middle 
East. Despite their differentiations, sectarian Lebanon and Arab nationalist Syria and 
Iraq were rooted in the same coexistential political culture of the late Ottoman histo-
ry. The Zionist political ideal of creating a modern nationalist Jewish state, however, 
was a product of highly racialist European nationalism and shared some similarities 
with the exclusionary Turkish Kemalism in its treatment of Armenian, Greek and 
Kurdish communities rather than the Ottoman Empire (p. 194). Considering Zionism 
in the broader and already successful history of coexistence in the area makes it pos-
sible to evaluate its double-edged destructive effects not only on Palestinians but also 
on Arab Jews in Israel and Jewish communities in most of the Arab world. Makdisi 
rounds off his work by questioning whether this damaged yet resilient ecumenical 
frame which still echoes in sporadic moments can be salvaged. Even in the most 
hopeful scenario, it is evident that a new constituent understanding and vocabulary 
to embrace the concept of equality beyond race, religion and gender is needed. 
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This book is a refined contribution to the history of the modern Middle East as it 
resurrects the forgotten history of coexistence in a geography which was mostly imag-
ined ‘as a region where an angry God and its zealous partisans were very much alive’ 
(p. 45). Makdisi’s dialectic approach to the history of the nineteenth century not only 
makes it possible to hear an obscured ecumenical tradition, but also theoretically 
deepens our understanding of sectarianism because it convincingly debunks the cli-
chéd belief that religious diversity automatically leads to sectarianism. In addition, alt-
hough the book does not provide a detailed comparative approach, by sketching the 
global tension between sovereignty, diversity and equal citizenship with examples from 
US and European histories, it contains a model for a kind of transnational history. 

My only quibble with this study is the lack of social historical references to ordi-
nary people’s experiences. Although the book is vested with an innovative theoretical 
understanding of the ecumenical frame, readers might still want a deeper exploration 
of its social reflections on inhabitants of the Arab world. While discovering the major 
literary elites’ intellectual efforts, this book could have strengthened its thesis with 
references to memoirs, dairies or other sources written by or about the people who 
experienced the culture of coexistence. For example, what was the Al-Madrasa al-
Wataniyya students’ perception of Bustani’s ecumenical pedagogy or who were the 
readers of the journal of Al-Hilal, and what was the reception of nahda’s modern press 
in the society? Without finding examples from popular classes, readers will question 
whether the ecumenical frame is an intellectual vision or a grounded reality. 
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‘Covid-19 is a conspiracy organized by the great powers (China, Israel, the US or Bill 
Gates)’.1 Thus, says one third of the respondents of a survey conducted by Bozkurt in 
Turkey in April 2020. This is, indeed, an example of conspiracy theories flourishing 
especially in times of uncertainties. These theories explain the causes of an event or 
circumstances in relation to a secret plan by some internal or external enemies. No 
matter they are true or false, they shape people’s perception of politics. In Turkey’s 
political culture, they are significant repertoire for explaining political, social and 
economic transformations. Despite that, for a very long time, the academic world ig-
nored them because it is believed that people often made their choices on a rational 
and predictable basis. Given that, Doğan Gürpnar’s book is a valuable attempt to 
demonstrate the formulation of conspiracies in Turkish politics. 

The book is a five-chapter monograph included in a series edited by P. Knight and 
M. Butter. Chapter two and three are based upon Gürpnar’s other works in Turkish 
and English. Throughout the book, Gürpnar analyzes Turkish conspiracy theories 
from a cultural-historical perspective and contextualizes them in relation to Turkey’s 
intellectual history. Considering the mushrooming of the literature on Turkish na-
tionalism and political culture, the book does a good job in presenting the historical 
universe of Turkish conspiratorial thinking from the Late Ottoman Empire of the 19th 
century on. The historical continuum helps the reader insert everything into an intel-
lectual framework. Gürpnar’s most significant argument is that conspiracy theories 
should not always be associated with extreme political ideas that persuade uneducat-
ed masses. This aspect makes the topic highly significant not only to explore politics 
in the past but also people’s political choices in future. 

Although Gürpnar makes an intricate analysis through various examples, the book 
is lacking in some key areas. Firstly, except for a brief reference to P. Knight, T. Melley 
and M. Fenster in a very short Introduction part, it does not present a theoretical ba-
sis. The readers, therefore, are not provided any tools about the definition of conspir-
acy theory and the significance or insignificance of the truth of conspiracies. In con-
nection to that, the author never explains what he means by the title “Conspiracy 
Nation,” which is itself an ambitious and interesting title that needs to be elaborated 

 
1  Sayn, Özgür; Bozkurt, Veysel. 2021. ‘Sociology of Coronavirus Conspiracies in Turkey: 

Who Believes and Why?’. In Bozkurt, Veysel; Dawes, Glenn; Gülerce, Hakan and West-
enbroek, Patricia (eds.). The Societal Impacts of COVID-19: A Transnational Perspective. Istan-
bul: Istanbul University Press. 79–91. Here: p. 84. 
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