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Since receiving his Ph.D. in Modern European and Near Eastern History 
from Princeton University nearly a half century ago, Rifa‘at Ali Abou-El-
Haj has made a major impact on our field of Middle Eastern/North African 
and Ottoman studies. In a field too-closely wedded to the literal text, he 
steadfastly has promoted critical use of the sources and critical thinking.

He first taught for several years at St. Lawrence University in upstate 
New York before moving to California State University at Long Beach in 
1964, where he researched and taught for more than thirty years. There, 
between 1979 and 1990, he served as associate editor of the important and 
influential History Teacher. He also organized his reading circles, groups 
of scholars (students and faculty) who met to discuss their own current 
research or the publications of others. These became an important vehi-
cle through which he developed his own thinking and powerfully altered 
the course of Middle Eastern/North African and Ottoman history writing. 
Soon after I arrived as a graduate student at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, in 1968, I met Rifa‘at and began participating in one of his 
reading and discussion circles. I came away from my first meeting deeply 
impressed with his analytical rigor and his insistence on critical thinking, 
no matter the theme or the person. His commitment to history has been 

Preface

Donald Quataert*

* Binghamton University.
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deep, abiding, continuing and passionate. He persistently has insisted that 
we think critically and examine the premises, biases, and perspectives of 
the objects of our inquiry and, indeed, of ourselves. We need, he stresses, 
to understand the past as a dynamic among historical actors who have 
agendas, interests they sought to defend and extend. The past is not to be 
discovered and presented but rather unraveled and analyzed.

His reputation and impact derive from three distinct areas of scholarly 
activity. In the arena of published works, his reputation rests on two foun-
dational works, The 1703 Rebellion and the Structure of Ottoman Politics 
(Leiden, 1984) and Formation of the Modern State: The Ottoman Empire, 
Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries (Albany, 1991; and 2nd ed., Syracuse, 
2005).1 Therein, as several contributors to this volume reiterate, he has 
insisted on dissecting the social and economic foundations of the Ottoman 
elites as a tool for examining how and why the composition of these elites 
changed over time. And, he has been a key force in overturning the decline 
paradigm, the notion that presents the Ottoman Empire as one in continu-
ous decline from c. 1600 until it begins to be rescued in the mid-nineteenth 
century by Westernizing reformers. He led the way in examining the social 
bases of the Ottoman contemporaries who wrote of decline, showing that 
they actually were speaking of changes that led to their own displacement 
and loss of rank and privilege. Thus Ottoman decline turned out to be an 
evolutionary transformation, in which existing elites were replaced by new 
administrators and rulers, effectively changing the character of the state 
itself.

The second area from which his reputation derives is his lifelong sup-
port of others in their own pursuit of history, sometimes but not always 
within his discussion groups. For those willing and able to accept the criti-
cism, he has been a tireless mentor and constructive critic. Here in the U.S., 
in Europe and the Middle East are scholars whose work he encouraged, 
criticized, shaped, and always cared about. The hours that he spent with 
their work truly are extraordinary. They now number among the leaders in 
Ottoman and Middle Eastern/North African studies and some of them are 
found in the following pages. A third avenue of Rifa‘at’s impact has been 
his indefatigable participation in academic conferences. For decades, his 
presence at such meetings seemed axiomatic. By my count, for example, 

1  See the later work for a useful, but partial, bibliography of Rifa‘at’s publications.
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he presented fifteen papers at international conferences during the years 
1983-1995 and another twelve at locations in the United States. At these 
meetings, he consistently promoted rigorous scholarship and original, crit-
ical thinking.

In 1992, Rifa‘at joined the history faculty at Binghamton University, 
State University of New York, and in 1996-7 was a Visiting Professor at 
Princeton, holding the Ertegün Chair. At Princeton he mentored a group of 
students whose enthusiasm over their encounter with him helped inspire 
this volume.

During his Binghamton years, he and I have worked together to build 
one of the finest Ottoman studies programs in the country. Here our gradu-
ate students have benefitted from the same tireless energy and commit-
ment to critical analysis that has marked his overall career.

This volume emerges from a celebratory conference held in his honor at 
Binghamton in 2010. Earlier, Baki Tezcan contacted me about the possibil-
ity of such a meeting, a suggestion that I took up and presented to Dean 
Donald Nieman of the Harpur College of Arts and Sciences, Binghamton 
University. We are grateful for his encouragement and financial support. 
Conference participants included members of his discussion circles, col-
leagues with whom he had worked over the years, and former graduate 
students at Princeton during his Visiting Professorship. All participants but 
İpek Yosmaoğlu contributed articles to this volume while Rula Abisaab, 
Mustafa Aksakal and Suraiya Faroqhi did not present papers but have giv-
en us fine articles. 

Ending on a personal note I wish to record my pleasure at being able 
to participate in honoring such a distinguished colleague and esteemed 
friend.


