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Abstract

This article clarifies the Sufi genealogy of Ahmad Kuftaru as a leading Shaykh of the
Nagshbandi Sufi order in modern Syria, through the Damascene networking of the 19™
and 20™ centuries’ Nagshbandi Shaykhs, including his father, Amin Kuftaru. Moreover,
this article shows that the networking of the Naqshbandi-Khalidi order established by ‘Isa
Kurdi before Amin’s arrival at Damascus formed the center of contemporary Islamic
scholars. This order developed in the 20™ century as the center of the Sufi community

committed to political activities as a member of the ‘Ulama’ League.
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1. Introduction

The aim of this article is to clarify the genealogy of Ahmad Kuftaru, a leading Shaykh
of the Nagshbandi Sufi order in modern Syria, focusing on the order’s Damascene
networking from the 19™ to 20™ century. Previous research on Ahmad Kuftaru originated
in departments of history and political science in the 1980s, and the network of his
Naqgshbandi Sufi order has attracted particular attention after 2000." Generally, the
researches picked up Ahmad Kuftaru as a Damascene Sufi, but those works did not
attempt to examine the genealogy as far back as the Nagshbandi network of the 19™
century. This article studies the genealogy from the viewpoint of two linkages. The first
is between Ahmad Kuftaru and the Shaykhs of the Naqshbandi Sufi orders of the 19™

century. The other is between the Sufis centering on Nagshbandis since the 19™ century
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and the Islamic scholars, or ‘ulama’. The latter linkage can be expected to shed light on
this issue by revealing contact points between the Sufi network and the Muslim
Brotherhood formed in the 1940s.

2. Ahmad Kuftaru and his Sufi order

Although Ahmad Kuftaru (1915-2004) is known for his serving the Syrian Arab
Republic as the Grand Mufti from 1964 until his death, it is also important to consider
his lineage. He grew up in a Sufi family in the Kurdish district of Damascus, and he was
trained to assume the leading position of the Naqshbandi Sufi order there, a role in which
he succeeded his father, Amin Kuftaru (1877-1938), in 1932.> The order led by him has
often been called “Kaftariyya” (Kaftari-Naqshbandi order), regarded as one of the
branches of the Nagshbandi Sufi order spread over the entire world. As the Grand Mulfti,
Kuftaru tried to strengthen the relationship between Syria and Lebanon through the
order’s activities during the 1960-70s, and thus “Kaftariyya” has often been described as
a political group serving the Syrian regime.’ Therefore, most research on Ahmad
Kuftaru has not emphasized his Sufi connections as much as his political activities, and
in fact we could say that he himself intentionally downplayed his position as a Sufi. This
attitude is one that he inherited from his father.

The Kuftaru is a family of Kurdish immigrants who came to Damascus in the age of
the grandfather of Ahmad Kuftaru, Musa Kuftaru (?-1894), of the Shafi‘i school and
Amin Kuftaru.* Since Musa passed away soon after his arrival, Amin had other teachers
in Damascus. One was ‘Isa Kurdi (d. 1912), an Islamic scholar of the Shafi‘i school and
a leading Shaykh of the Nagshbandi Sufi order in Damascus. Another was Badr al-Din
al-Hasani (d.1935/38), an Islamic scholar of the Maliki School and a member of the
Qadiri Sufi order.’” With ‘Isa placing a greater emphasis on Sufism, Amin studied
particularly diligently under him. Amin finally succeeded ‘Isa as the leader of the
Nagshbandi Sufi order after the latter’s death. Amin moved the center of his order’s Sufi
activities to the Abu al-Nur Mosque. The teachings of Amin at the Mosque ranged
widely over various Islamic studies such as shari‘ah and hadith, although he emphasized
the importance of Sufism. Accordingly, his teachings were called “the rebuilding of
Islam based on non-sectarianism”.® Ahmad Kuftaru succeeded Amin as the order’s
leader in 1932, following his father’s wishes to develop the educational content and the
selection of textbooks. Furthermore, he tried to make the Abu al-Nur Mosque the
prominent center in Damascus for dealing with various Islamic studies. Ahmad Kuftaru

himself admitted that there was a strong linkage between his father and him through the
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idea of “the removal of sectarianism,” and he tried to reflect this in his understanding of
Sufism.” According to him, he and his father intentionally avoided showing Sufism as a
strong centripetal force and a presence in Islam with its peculiar names, technical terms,
and thoughts. This is because they realized that “Sufism” could be regarded as a sect by
its particular features.

As for the circumstances of Damascus at that time, the latter part of the 19™ century
and the early years of the 20™ century saw major changes in rulers, from the Ottoman
Empire to the Syrian Kingdom and then to the French mandate. Consequently, Amin
Kuftaru showed the faces not only of the scholar and Shaykh but also of an activist
committed to resistance against the French mandate, declaring the necessity of unity
among Syrian citizens and Muslims. As for Ahmad Kuftaru, he avoided acts of directly
resisting the French mandate but instead concentrated on educational activities at the
Abu al-Nur Mosque, stressing the necessity of unity among people there. This
orientation became predominant after the 1940s, and he changed the Abu al-Nur Mosque
from a place where Muslims primarily learned Sufism and Islamic studies in preparation
for lifelong study to a strategic and social space where political and social leaders in
Syria could gather and train the young to be provincial missionaries. Moreover, with
support by some Damascene Islamic scholars, he established in the Mosque the Ansar
Charity Corporation for supporting orphans in the 1950s. It can be said that this was an
event leading to the establishment of the Shaykh Ahmad Kuftaru Foundation and the
Abu al-Nur Islamic School in the 1970s. In parallel with these transformations of the
Abu al-Nur Mosque, Ahmad Kuftaru himself changed his social position in the public
life of Syria by being appointed as a religious scholar in Qunaitrah Prefecture in 1948, as
one in Damascus Prefecture, and as the Mufti of Damascus Prefecture. Of course, the
climax of his clerical career was his appointment as the Grand Mufti of the Republic in
1964. Although political struggles in Syria had continued after independence until the
birth of the Ba‘th regime, such as the coup d’etat by the Kemalists (1949) and the
alliance with Egypt (United Arab Republic, 1958-61), Kuftaru maintained collaborative
relations with Syrian (especially Damascene) scholars and social leaders and also
continued his advancement in the Syrian public sphere.

The strongest reasons why the Sufi aspect of Ahmad Kuftaru has not been emphasized
so much are certainly as described above, that is, his personal teachings from his father
and his prominent reputation in Syria. In particular, the latter reason contributed to his
image as a “kept scholar” under the Ba‘th regime, highlighted by his role as the Grand

Mufti. These circumstances effectively made his Sufi background seem comparatively
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inconsequential. However, Sufi image of Ahmad Kuftaru has not become a secretive one
in the eyes of the people of Damascus, neither was this image denied by them. Ahmad
Kuftaru became known under the title “Sufi Shaykh”, a title that classified him as
successor of [slamic tradition. Considering this situation, Stenberg declared, “Succession
of a spiritual inheritance (from Amin Kuftaru to Ahmad Kuftaru)” is abundantly
significant,® and the Sufi genealogy of Ahmad Kuftaru increasingly appears to be a

necessary research pursuit today.

3. Flourish of Naqgshbandi Sufi order in Syria

It is clear that the Naqshbandi Sufi order served as a contact point between Ahmad
Kuftaru and Amin Kuftaru. This section first gives a brief history of the Naqshbandi Sufi
order and its flourishing in Syria and Damascus.

The Nagshbandi Sufi order was derived from a Sufi order called Khwajagan in 13"
century central Asia, and it was renamed Naqgshbandi after Baha’ al-Din Muhammad
Nagshband (d.1389).° The order puts the prophet Muhammad (d.632) as the origin of its
genealogy, and then the genealogy passes to the 1° successor (khalifah) of the prophet,
Abu Bakr al-Siddiq (d.634), but not the 4™, ‘Ali. Therefore, it is often said that the order
closely follows Sunni Islam. The order spread after Naqgshband to East Turkistan,
Anatolia, and the Indian subcontinent by the 18" century, and it is now regarded as one
of the largest Sufi orders in the world. The branch that introduced the Naqshbandi Sufi
order to West Asia as well as Syria is one of the branches called the
Mujaddidi-Nagshbandi order. Ahmad Sirhindi (d.1624), founder of the branch, upheld
the apocalyptic thought stressing shari‘ah, and his deputies expanded networks of the
branch in the Ottoman Empire under the leadership of Murad Buhari (d.1720) and others,
establishing the order under cooperation with Ottoman representatives.

However, the most expansive and influential Naqshbandi branch in Damascus since
the 19™ century is Khalidi-Nagshbandi, '® whose founder was Khalid Baghdadi
(1776-1827), who studied under Shaykh Ghram °‘Ali (d.1824), a leading figure of
Mujadidi-Nagshbandi. Baghdadi was a Kurdish teacher near Baghdad, who then moved
to India and committed himself to the Mujaddidi branch. After India, he arrived in the
Ottoman Empire through itinerant travels. The Ottoman Empire at that time was
gradually losing territory due to several wars with Russia as well as developments such
as the Greek independence movement. At that time, the Empire was attempting reforms,
and Baghdadi and the Khalidi-Naqgshbandi orders had supported the reforms of the
governors along with the Mujaddidi-Naqshbandi orders. But this support by the
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Nagshbandi Shaykhs to the governors was more than mere one-sided obedience. This
arrangement implied that the Naqshbandi orders in Damascus had some influence on
Ottoman policies promulgated from Istanbul. In particular, the Khalidi-Nagqshbandi
orders at that time were expected by the governors to provide Islamic leadership in the
Empire, since it was formed with a centralized structure based on strong relations
between the Shaykh and the disciples. Furthermore, since the age of Mujaddidis, it had a
strong tradition of exercising and promoting Islamic orthodoxy through respect for
shari‘ah law. The governors would have regarded the Khalidi-Naqshbandi orders as a
potentially aggressive influence or an alternative Islamic movement in place of
Wahhabism, which had been spreading from the Arabian Peninsula since the 18"
century.''

This political dynamics was further accelerated through two encounters. One was
between Baghdadi and Ibn ‘Abidin (d.1836), a Damascene scholar. Ibn ‘Abidin
originally belonged to the Shafi‘i school but came to serve Husain Muradi, a Mufti of the
Hanafi school. At the same time, he became a member of the Khalidi-Naqshbandi order
through an encounter with Baghdadi, which supported the policies of Sultan Mahmud II
(d.1839) as Ibn ‘Abidin. This suggests that Ibn ‘Abidin would have expected Baghdadi
to serve not only as his political ally but also as the spiritual leader of Sufism. Weismann
pointed out that Ibn ‘Abidin, in his books as exemplified by Radd al-muhtar ‘ala al-durr
al-mukhtar, supported Sufi thoughts such as that of Ghazali, Ibn ‘Arabi, and ‘Abd
al-Ghani’ al-Nabulsi, and declared that tariqah (Sufi orders) and shari‘ah had the same
aim and necessitated each other.'”> Weismann expressed the view that this declaration of
Ibn ‘Abidin was a “defense” of Khalid Baghdadi against ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Susi, who
left and criticized the Khalidi-Naqgshbandi order as heterodoxy, as well as the general
criticism of Sufism by the Wahhabis. Ibn ‘Abidin seemed to appeal to the critics of
Baghdadi and Sufism by stressing that the Khalidi-Nagshbandi orders could be regarded
as Islamic “orthodoxy” through their respect for shari‘ah.

This tendency was accelerated by the other encounter between the
Khalidi-Naqshbandi orders and the ‘Abd al-Qadir Jaza’iri. Jaza’iri, after his resistance to
the French mandate in his homeland of Algeria, migrated in 1855 to Damascus and had
gathered several disciples there. These disciples were members of the Qadiri Sufi order
from Algeria and the Khalidi-Nagshbandi orders living in Damascus. His activities in
Damascus centered around his alliance with members of the Khalidi-Nagshbandi orders
as presented by Muhammad Hani (d.1862), a leading Shaykh of the Slayman school

(tekke)." Through it, Jaza’iri formed and developed the Salafi orientation in the
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Khalidi-Nagshbandi orders in Damascus by the end of the 19" century through the
“moderate and peaceful reformist attitudes (rather than the Wahhabis)” such as those
expressed by Shah Wali’ Allah (d.1762) and Shawkani (d.1834)." “Salafism” arose at
the end of the 19™ century as part of Islamic revivalism, and it is still regarded today as
Islamic “fundamentalism” or “orthodoxy.” As for the character of “orthodoxy,” the
banner of Salafism has become influential since it is difficult for Muslims to deny or
criticize it."> Consequently, we could say that the Nagshbandi Sufi order started with the
Sunni orientation of Shah Naqgshband in central Asia and developed with an orientation
to shari‘ah through the teachings of Ahmad Sirhindi in South Asia, with the integration
between Sufism and shari‘ah promoted by Khalid Baghdadi in Western Asia. This
background prepared the foundation of the “orthodoxy” that would characterize the

salafi movement at the end of 19" century Damascus. '’

4. Acts under the name of “‘ulama’”

‘Isa Kurdi is one of the most important keys in the genealogy from Khalid Baghdadi to
Kuftaru. In common with Baghdadi and Kuftaru, he was a Kurd. As his legacy, the
network of Khalidi-Nagshbandi orders, including Damascene Sufis and ‘ulama’, had the
characteristic feature of being a group led by Kurds of the Shafi‘i school. As mentioned
above, Ahmad Kuftaru learned under his father, Amin, who in turn learned under Badr
al-Din and, notably, ‘Isa. Therefore, this section focuses on ‘Isa, and his activities in
Damascus.

The Kurdish emigration from Anatolia to Damascus is known mainly as an event
caused by the dismantlement of the Ottoman Empire after the Sykes-Picot Agreement of
1916."7 However, we could find other, earlier instances such as after the 12" century
movement under the leadership of Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi, an Armenian Kurd, and
emigrations from the 18" century due to the Russo-Turkish Wars culminating in the
Crimean War. ‘Isa Kurdi was born in Tarham, an urban village of Diyar Bakr in the
Northern part of Jazirah, and he migrated in 1877 to the al-Salihiyyah district (now
called the Rukn al-Din district) of Damascus. This was about 17 years before the Kuftaru
migrated and 20 years before his encounter with Amin Kuftaru.'® After his migration
and before he began to lead the Khalidi-Naqshbandi order next to the tomb of Baghdadi
at the foot of the Qasiyun Mountains and encountered Amin, ‘Isa first learned under
Mahmud Hamzah (d.1887)," a Mufti of the Damascus district, and ‘Abd al-Qadir
Jaza’iri. Considering that Mahmud and Jaza’iri passed away 10 years after ‘Isa’s

migration, ‘Isa must have had extensive encounters with them during this brief period.
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‘Isa succeeded in Damascus in bringing up several disciples who later became
important scholars in Syria, including Amin. Among his disciples younger than Amin are
Muhammad ‘Ata’ al-Qasim (d.1938), the Grand Mulfti of the Hanafi school in the Syrian
Kingdom under Faysal al-Husain, Abu al-Khayr al-Midani (d.1961), the chief of the
‘Ulama’ League of the Hanafi school in the 1940s, and Ibrahim Gharaini (d.1958), a
jurist, teacher, and the Mufti from 1911 in the Qatanah district (outer Damascus).”” They
were not always Nagshbandis, but they were committed personally to ‘Isa. The most
prominent disciples of ‘Isa were Amin Kuftaru and Muhammad Zamalkani (d.1927) as
his successor.”’ They partially led the order, kept guard of the tomb of Baghdadi in
‘Isa’s old age, and in fact actually managed the order there. We can find two types of
documents: One identifies Zamalkani as ‘Isa’s successor (Shaykh of the order) and the
other names Amin as the successor.”> But in either case, Amin had assumed the leading
position of the Khalidi-Nagshbandi order in 1911 with official permission (ijazah).”
Although it is not clear why Amin and Zamalkani became successors, they were both
Kurds of the Shafi‘i school in common with ‘Isa, and this could be viewed as a strong tie
among the three.

Although Ahmad Kuftaru did not learn directly under ‘Isa Kurdi, he succeeded in
leading his Sufi order from the former’s successor Amin Kuftaru and then collaborated
with other disciples of ‘Isa through his activities in the Syrian public sphere. After his
succession and the passing of Amin Kuftaru in the 1940s, Ahmad Kuftaru entered the
‘Ulama’ Group (Jum‘iyyah ‘Ulam’ al-Sham). The group, established in 1938 by
Muhammad Kamil Qassab (d.1954), was the circle of ‘ulama,’ mainly in Damascus.”* It
was also one of the predecessors of the ‘Ulama’ League (Rabitah al-‘Ulama’). The
‘Ulama’ League is known as an affiliates of the Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan
al-Muslimin), a popular Islamic group organized by Mustafa al-Siba‘i (d.1964) in
1945-47 that played a role in supporting the league’s election campaign in Syria after its
independence. > In addition, the Brotherhood could be viewed as an academic
complement to the League. The original membership of the League was composed of
some of ‘Isa’s disciples, such as Midani (director), Gharaini, and Ahmad Kuftaru (a vice
chairman of the league assembly) and also disciples of Badr al-Din al-Hasani, such as
Hasan Shati (d.1962, assistant officer of ‘Ulama’ Group).

As mentioned above, the Nagshbandi members in Damascus have remained under the
influence of ‘Isa Kurdi through Khalidi-Nagshbandi since the 19™ century, and the
disciples within ‘Isa’s genealogy have spread their works, not only in the field of Sufism.

They were composed of members with diverse characteristics, but finally the successors
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emerged as leaders, like ‘Isa, who were Kurds of the Shafi‘i school as represented by
Amin Kuftaru. Then Amin’s son, Ahmad Kuftaru, succeeded his prodigious predecessors
as leader of the Sufi order, and ‘Isa’s disciples committed themselves to political

activities under the name of ‘ulama’.

5. Conclusion

Ahmad Kuftaru is a prominent figure in ‘Isa’s theological genealogy who carried on
his political, social, and religious power in modern Syria after the decline of the ‘Ulama’
League and the Muslim Brotherhood in the latter half of the 20™ century. Nevertheless,
he was committed to the Ba‘th regime as the Grand Mulfti, in a collaborative relationship
with President Hafiz al-Asad.”® As discussed, the Sufi connection of Ahmad Kuftaru,
which is to say his role as a Shaykh of the Nagshbandi-Khalidi order in Damascus
following ‘Isa Kurdi, has not been widely examined mainly due to two reasons: his
philosophical background and his reputation in modern Syria. However, since he was
still a Shaykh of the order, we can see a linkage between Ahmad Kuftaru and ‘Isa Kurdi
and, moreover, the importance of the Sufi genealogy, since ‘Isa remained a force in the
20™ century religious network of Damascus.

The 19-20™ century Islamic world is known for having brought about several Islamic
revivals and their widespread dissemination. The one in Syria is regarded neither very
prominent nor influential throughout the whole Islamic world, but some activities under
the name of ‘ulama’ deserve attention. In fact, the Sufis within ‘Isa’s genealogy were at
the center of these ‘ulama’ activities in Damascus, and they have established religious
networks lasting from the 19™ to 20" centuries.”” The Sufi aspect and the genealogy of

Ahmad Kuftaru should be viewed as a flexible hookup of Sufi and ‘ulama’.
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