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"The Temptation of the West": Two
Tatar Travellers' Encounter with Europe

at the End of the Nineteenth Century

AZADE-AYSE RORLICH

The main purpose of this brief essay is to share with the Western
reader the "discovery of the West" by two Volga Tatars who on 15
February 1899 embarked on a three and half month journey which
took them to Germany, Belgium, France, Italy, Austria, and the
Ottoman Empire.

The two travellers were Fatih Karimi and Shakir Ramiev. The
first was a twenty-nine year old native of Chistay in the Middle
Volga and a graduate of Istanbul University, who, upon the
completion of his studies in 1896, had returned to Russia and
embarked on a teaching career in jadid medressehs while also making
his literary debut in 1898. The second traveller was a fifty year old
industrialist who distinguished himself not only as the possessor of a
considerable fortune which his merchant father, Mohammatsadyik,
had amassed after launching the family gold-mining business in
1862, but foremost as an ardent supporter ofjadidism, of enlighten-
ment and economic and social advancement among the Tatars.

The significance of Karimi and Ramiev's journey transcends the
confines of the exotic or esoteric which has redeemable virtues only
for the antiquarian. The record of their journey, accurately kept by
Karimi and published in 1902 in St. Petersburg under the title
Yavrupa Siyahatnamese contributes an interesting addition to the
"chronicle" of the discovery of the West through Muslim eyes.1

There is a wealth of literature about the discovery of the Muslim
world by Europeans, but despite the fact that the process of
discovery was mutual, until recently the West showed little or no
interest in seeing images of itself through the eyes of Muslims who

This article will appear in Gilles Veinstein, Chantal Lemercier-Quelquejay, S
Enders Wimbush, Eds., Passé Turko-Tatar, Présent Sovietique, Leuven: Editions
Peeters, forthcoming. We wish to thank the publisher and l'École des Hautes Études
en Sciences Sociales for permission to reproduce it here.
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40 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

had travelled through or resided in its diverse lands.2

The images which the Muslim travellers to Europe captured were
greatly shaped by the fact that they were "forced" to discover the
West, either because Europeans had become their masters, as was
the case of the British in India, or because they were trying to come
to terms widi the growing dynamism and aggressiveness of the West,
as in the case of the Ottoman empire's relationship with Europe.

The first detailed description of Western Europe belongs to a
Bengali Muslim, Sheikh Itisam al-Din, who travelled to England in
1765.3 Toward the end of the eighteenth century the Muslim
presence in Europe was directly affected by the reforms of the
Ottoman Sultan Selim III. One of the immediate effects of Selim
Ill 's reforms was the establishment, between 1793 and 1796, of
permanent Ottoman embassies in London, Vienna, Berlin, and
Paris. Thus, the first observations of the customs, traditions and
peoples of these European countries were contained in the reports
which the ambassadors of the Porte began sending to their Sultan.4

In the nineteenth century, the Muslim perception of Europe grew
richer and more diverse as it was supplemented by the accounts of
students, merchants, entrepreneurs, and inquisitive "tourists" such
as Karimi and Ramiev.5

The encounter of Karimi and Ramiev with the West transcends
the boundaries of the esoteric and exotic not only because they
scrutinized Europe as Muslims, but also because they travelled to
Europe as citizens of the Russian empire. In this capacity they
emerge from the pages of the travelogue as representatives of the
"Eastern fringes of the West", who often compare Russia with the
West and in the process almost nostalgically refer to her as "our
Russia".

Since Karimi was not just a nominal citizen of the Russian
empire, but had a profound awareness of this dimension of his
identity, the observations he made about Western Europe in the
travelogue should be of more than passing interest to the student of
Russian culture, who has to contend with the paucity of travel
literature on the Russian discovery of Europe — a striking
phenomenon against the background of the voluminous literature on
the Western discovery of Russia.6

Although not the first travel account written by a Volga Tatar,
Karimi's Siyahatname is the first account of a trip to Western Europe.
The interest it triggered in readers seems to have been at least partly
responsible for the popularity of the genre in ensuing years, as scores
of writers reached out to exploit its potential as an educational tool
and even as a forum for political and intellectual debate. These
travel accounts ranged from "rediscoveries" of cities, such as
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The Temptation of the West 41

Orenburg, where Tatars had lived for centuries, to scrutinies of St.
Petersburg and even of distant lands such as England and the
United States.7

The issue of the identity of the traveller is crucial to his
understanding of the people and the lands which he encounters on
his journey. The identity of the Muslim Volga Tatar traveller as
citizen of the Russian Empire seems to have been relevant not only
when he travelled to the West, but even when he journeyed to
Muslim lands, as did Z. Bigiev.8 His impressions of an 1893 trip
from Rostov to Central Asia reveal a remarkable flexibility, an
ability to shift from one identity to the other, as he discovers the
many faces of Central Asia.

When disappointed that scholasticism and despotism dominated
Central Asia's intellectual and political life, he lamented with the
voice of the citizen of Russia perceived as a "Western" society:
"Here one can neither educate nor rule without a whip. In our
Russian state, the whip is used for horses, cattle, and all the other
animals that cannot comprehend words."9 This voice, spelling out a
they/we dichotomy, was permeated by a sense of superiority which,
ironically, is reminiscent of the Fletchers, Jenkinsons, and Herber-
steins who were shocked by the realities of "the rude and barbarous
land of the Russe Commonwealth."10 When praising Timurlenk for
his contribution to the revival of Central Asian culture and learning,
Bigiev speaks with the voice of the member of the Muslim umma of
Russia, who takes personal pride in belonging to a culture which
gave the world Ibn-Sina.

Yavrupa Siyahatnamese is the account of a voyage which for its
author was not the culmination of lengthy, careful preparation and
planning. It was rather an unexpected "gift", the sudden fulfillment
of a dream, which began to be transformed into reality when on 29,
January 1898, Karimi's father received a letter from the prominent
Orenburg merchant, Abdulgani Huseinov, which read:

It would be good if Fatih could come to Orenburg one of these
days because there is the possibility (of him) travelling to
Europe as this person's companion. Give your permission and
blessings now and send him.11

The person in question was Shakir Ramiev, the owner of the Orsk
gold mines and one of the most prominent and enlightened members
of the Volga-Ural Tatar umma. The main purpose of his trip to
Europe was to purchase modern equipment for his gold mines, but
equally important for Ramiev was to use the occasion in order to
learn as much as possible about the customs, traditions, history, and
culture of the countries he planned to visit. It was this aspect of the
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42 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

trip that prompted Ramiev to make inquiries about a travel
companion, who would have a good knowledge of one major
European language, in addition to having a solid education. As a
graduate of Istanbul University who also had a good command of
French, Karimi fulfilled both requirements. Although he had never
met Ramiev, he left his native village on 2 February 1899 and,
blessed by his parents, he set forth on a journey which would be
"unforgettable, delightful, and instructive."12 The journey was
memorable for Karimi not only because of the pleasures and
excitement which the carefree discovery of new lands and peoples
generated, but also because it confronted him with many important
and often painful questions about his own people, their culture and
future destiny.

The reader of the Siyahatname receives a clue of its focus even as
Ramiev and Karimi, overwhelmed by touching farewells, boarded
the train under a shower of good wishes and such requests as:

When you arrive in Paris do not forget to write a letter from the
Eiffel Tower! Study the curriculum of the Sorbonne university
and bring their programmes! Give my greetings to Zola!

Like Karimi himself, his friends were fascinated by the "wonders" of
European technology, education, and culture. They made no
requests for reports about either the latest Paris fashions or the social
condition of the thousands who made their homes in the working
class faubourgs of Paris. European fashions had no practical utility
for the Volga Tatars, and their admiration of Europe as the cradle of
technological progress, enlightenment and cultural dynamism made
it difficult, if not impossible, for them to accept the fact that
European societies were less than perfect, let alone that Europeans
shared in some of their own social concerns.

It is important to note that although entitled "European Travel
Notes", fifty eight (30.3 percent) of the total of one hundred and
ninety one pages of Karimi's travelogue are devoted to impressions
of cities and provinces of Russia which he and his companion visited
or crossed between 15 February, when they left Orenburg, and 8
March, when they crossed the Russian border into Germany. The
unhurried pace of Karimi's trip through Russia may be due to two
reasons. First of all, for Karimi and his fellow Tatars, whose culture
and traditions were deeply rooted in Islam and whose homeland
stretched east and west of the Ural mountains, the geographic
border between Europe and Asia, a trip to the central and western
provinces of the Russian Empire was, in fact, the beginning of a
European journey. Secondly, for many Tatars, who seldom ventured
outside their villages and cities, Karimi's detailed account of the
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The Temptation of the West 43

lands beyond the Urals and the Middle Volga was a welcome
opportunity to become acquainted not only with "Europe in Russia"
but with the two capitals of the Russian state.

In Karimi's account, places such as Samara, Syzran', Riazhsk or
Tula are not just names of places through which the train moves
north to Moscow. In Samara, for instance, he reflected upon the
impact of the Siberian railway on that city's economy, admired the
bridge stretching over the Volga and marveled at the modern boats
crisscrossing the river, adding, "this is what the fruits of science and
knowledge should be like." In Riazhsk, Karimi was impressed by the
elegance of the travellers who addressed each other in impeccable
French in the first class waiting room of the train station, but was
shocked by the spectacle which the third class waiting room offered.
There, Russian muzhiks, Tatars and Chuvash of modest means were
crowded in one corner. The other corner presented an even more
deplorable scene as it was reserved for some one hundred Russian,
Circassian, Tatar, Kirghiz, and Kazakh prisoners whose final
destination was Siberian exile.

For Karimi, Tula was worthy of attention not so much for its iron
works as for its proximity to Iasnaia Poliana, the estate of Leo
Tolstoy. Karimi's admiring remarks about Tolstoy, however, are
coupled with an uninhibited criticism of the parochialism and
ignorance of the Tatar ulama:

I consider it absolutely deplorable that our Muslim ulama of
Russia cannot read the works of such a great and enlightened
writer and (that they) cannot be knowledgeable about his
works while also being competent in their (own) field.
Some of our ulama believe that once they have a command of
the doctrines and principles of government (ennunciated) by
Plato, Socrates, and Democritus, there is no need to investigate
(any) new philosophies and new principles of government
because these very old principles are the foundation of new
philosophers' ideas.13

Karimi's assessment of the ulama should not lead to the conclusion
that his was the voice of a secularized critic who had moved away
from religion. There is ample evidence that both Ramiev and Karimi
were devout Muslims, and their commitment to secular education,
science and basic democratic principles did not at all affect their
commitment to Islam: they began their journey in Orenburg with
prayers and readings from the Qur'an, and after reaching Moscow
they were anxious to locate the mosque and take part in the Friday
prayer.

The critical remarks regarding the ulama, however, set the tone for
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44 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

the entire travelogue, which contains ample and candid criticism of
the Russian Muslims, as Karimi hardly misses an opportunity to
address the issue of their economic and cultural stagnation. One of
the first persons Karimi met in Moscow was Abdullah Karimov, an
Iranian Kurd. A well-to-do merchant, Karimov impressed the Tatar
travellers with his fluency in Turkish, Persian, and Russian.
Abdullah Bey's example made Karimi even more acutely aware of
the fact that, although the success of any trade enterprise depended
not only on business knowledge but on linguistic skills as well, very
few of his countrymen could speak a foreign language.

During a leisurely chat with Abdullah Bey, Ramiev and Karimi
learned that he shared in their concern about the deplorable state of
Muslim education, which they all agreed was one of the main causes
of the fact that Muslims were not marching to the beat of the
century they lived in. Judging from the pitifully small number of
Muslim students who were attending institutions of higher education
in Moscow, it was clear that Muslims were not taking advantage of
the opportunities which Russian educational institutions had to
offer. Those few Muslim students whom Karimi met in Moscow
lamented: "It is a great shame to be living under the laws of a
progressive (sic) government such as that of Russia and remain
ignorant and unskilled."14

If Muslim students believed that Russia had a progressive
government, Karimi certainly believed Moscow was a modern city,
because of the presence of electricity and because of its modern
telephone, telegraph and postal service. And if the modern Tverskoi
Boulevard was an exception and most of Moscow's streets were
narrow and dirty and many of its buildings in disrepair, that could
be blamed on the venerable age of the city. Moreover, such a reality
was rendered insignificant by the fact that the old capital of the
Russian state had more than 25 libraries, 75 scientific and literary
societies,, prestigious institutions of higher education, many theatres
and museums. Among the museums, the Tretiakov made the most
indelible impression on Karimov, who hoped that Muslims travel-
ling to Moscow on business would take the time to visit it, and also
expressed the certainty that no one would regret such an experience.

"St. Petersburg's cleanliness and grace, the beauty of its
buildings, its straight and wide streets, its polite and sophisticated
people, are so striking that a comparison with Moscow is
meaningless," reads one of Karimi's comments about the Russian
capital, which won his heart totally when it revealed itself as a
bastion of art, learning and progress.15 Karimi's visits to the Public
Library and the Asiatic Museum, with its unique collection of
Islamic books, prompted him to reflect upon the absence of libraries
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The Temptation of the West 45

in Muslim communities and to express the hope that at least the
Muslim Ecclesiastical Council might take the initiative of building
its own library, and buying two copies of each of the new books.

Visits to the Hermitage, the Mining Museum, and an evening at
the Opera augmented Karimi's admiration for Russian culture and
prompted him to pursue with increased determination the issue of
Muslim progress during his discussions with members of St.
Petersburg's Islamic community. While saddened by the fact that
there was not one single mosque for the several thousand Muslims
living in St. Petersburg, Karimi was encouraged to learn that
Muslims did gather for prayer in three houses rented for this
purpose alone. He was further encouraged to discover that many
St. Petersburg Muslims had established the tradition of gathering
informally after the Friday prayer in order to debate issues which
were of importance to their community.

The Muslims of St. Petersburg had no schools for their children.
To overcome this handicap, some sent their children to attend the
medressehs in the Middle Volga; others were content with the very
basic literacy which private tutoring made available; but not one of
them was ready or willing to send his children to Russian schools.
When eventually this happened Russian schools were not chosen in
lieu of a medresseh education but rather as a supplement to it.17

Books and printing as key factors in disseminating knowledge and
advancing education often became the focus of Karimi's attention.
He was delighted to meet Mirza Ilyas Boraganskii, whose Muslim
press made invaluable contributions to the cultural advancement of
the Muslims of Russia.18

The long discussion which Karimi had with A. Baiazitov, the
young mullah of St. Petersburg, resulted in the emergence of a ray of
hope for the future of Russian Muslims. Baiazitov was a "new
breed" of mullah who considered that his mastery of Islamic
disciplines would be enhanced by the mastery of disciplines such as
algebra, geometry, chemistry, and government. He believed in the
usefulness of foreign languages and proceeded to accomplish both
tasks with the help of tutors.19 Baiaztiov's example kept Karimi's
hopes for a brighter future for Muslims alive and made the
skepticism of those such as Krymskii (who had written on the
subject) less threatening.20

While in St. Petersburg, Karimi and Ramiev divided their time
between sightseeing and preparations for the European journey.
Having completed the necessary visa formalities, the two friends bid
St. Petersburg farewell and, on the afternoon of March 7, boarded a
train which would take them to Berlin.

As the train pulled away from the Warsaw station, Karimi and
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46 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

Ramiev settled comfortably in the four-seat compartment, and began
studying the travel guides which they had bought in St. Petersburg.
Appreciating the "crash course" quality of the information which the
guides contained, the two travel companions looked forward to
discovering the diverse traditions of the countries marked on their
itinerary: Germany, Belgium, France, Italy, Austria, Hungary, and
Ottoman Turkey.

The train finally gained speed and the discovery of Europe was
becoming a reality. Karimi and Ramiev began their journey of
discovery with an encounter with two other travellers who were
sharing the same compartment: a Russian painter and a German
businessman. In fact, they learned that the process of discovery was
mutual; they learned to expect to be "discovered", to be questioned
by Europeans who might approach them with the same curiosity
which characterized their thoughts of Europe. If Karimi and Ramiev
were adequately prepared to encounter educated inquisitiveness,
they were less prepared to discover that Europeans were naive and
even biased in their evaluation of peoples and cultures which did not
belong to the traditions of Western civilization.

Upon learning of Karimi and Ramiev's identity, the Russian
painter fondly recalled a trip to Istanbul and spoke with admiration
about the Turks. His Comments provoked the astonishment of the
German businessman, who remarked: "Alright, Sir, but the Turks
are Muslim. They consider it their moral duty to kill anybody who
does not belong to their religion." When the painter tried to dispel
such an erroneous view, the German businessman shielded himself
with the authority of the German educational system, arguing: "This
is what they taught us in school and this is my point of reference,"
thus revealing for Karimi and Ramiev the disappointing truth that
enlightened Europe had not yet freed itself of the image of the
"Terrible Turk", which had been woven into the tapestry of its lay
and church mythology since the times of the Crusades.21

On 8 March, Karimi and Ramiev's train stopped on the Russian
side of the border before crossing into Germany. The fifty minutes
spent at the frontier check-point held a pleasant surprise for the two
Tatar travellers, who were happy to learn that the owner of the train
station buffet was a Kasimov Tatar named Hasan Yansupov.
Encouraged by the fact that even modest businesses such as
Yansupov's were signs of a "Muslim awakening" which was
beginning to take place in Russia, Karimi and Ramiev were
particularly happy to see that Yansupov's wife was actively involved
in his business, working at the cash register. Karimi left no doubts
about his feelings on this matter when he reflected: "I was happy to
see that gentle, serious, and educated women such as this one are
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The Temptation of the West 47

beginning to become involved in business."22

Once passport control formalities were completed, the train left
Russian soil only to stop after a few hundred yards in order to allow
the German customs officials to complete a similar ritual. Crossing
the frontier, the two Tatar travellers opened the door to a world
which fascinated and inhibited them at the same time, because of its
different customs, rules, and language. The sounds of an unknown
language had an unexpectedly bewildering effect on the two
travellers, who felt they could have avoided frustration and
inferiority complexes had European languages been included in the
curriculum of Muslim medressehs in Russia. They believed that had
German replaced one of the religious subjects which dominated the
curriculum, they would have been much better equipped for their
European journey.

Once on German soil, Karimi and Ramiev boarded a German
train and were impressed by its high speed and spotless compart-
ments as much as they were by the services offered by the dining car.
One area in which the Russian trains scored higher than their
German counterparts was luggage space. Karimi noted that
compared to "our Russian trains," German trains had much smaller
spaces for luggage. These remarks were the observation of a traveller
used to the vastness that was Russia and for whom ample space for
luggage was not a luxury but rather a basic necessity. In Russia,
people carried burdensome loads of luggage because for them more
than often, the train, the boat, the carriage or the cart became a
"home away from home." They set forth on their journeys armed
with blankets, pillows, changes of clothing, food supplies, cooking
utensils and even small stoves, and viewed the encounter with the
vast spaces as a challenge rather than a pleasure.

Karimov and Ramiev's European journey was a challenge but
also a pleasure. It was a challenge not because it tested their
physical stamina, but because it triggered questions and comments
about their own culture and became a catalyst in the reassessment of
the needs and priorities of their own society. It was a pleasure
because as travellers of means, who were not under any financial or
time constraints, they could afford to enjoy at their own pace.much
of what European Jin de siecle had to offer. There was a wondrous
quality about Karimi and Ramiev's encounter with Europe and their
discovery of the physcial, spiritual and moral physiognomy of a West
which they greatly admired, even as they learned that it was less
than perfect.

Karimi and Ramiev arrived in Berlin on 9 March. After checking
in at the hotel "Central", their first concern was to request
information on formalities for registering their passports at the
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48 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

Russian Consulate. Even as they learned that this matter was
routinely handled by hotel personnel, they still decided to go
personally to the Consulate, "because when one travels to a foreign
place, his own country and his own government begin to feel even
dearer."23

Since more than once Karimi and Ramiev spoke proudly of "our
Russia", and emerged as loyal subjects of Nicholas II, it could be
argued that it was a patriotic outburst, nostalgia or homesickness
which promoted them to go to the consulate. It could also be argued,
however, that coming from Russia and understanding its institutions
very well, Karimi and Ramiev were eager to take care personally of
all passport related matters, because they understood clearly the role
which fear played in the relationship between the government and
the people. Their astonishment upon learning that there were no
visa requirements while travelling in Western Europe suggests that
as citizens of a tightly controlled Russia they perceived differently
certain freedoms which the inhabitants of Western Europe regarded
as rights, not privileges.

On their way to the consulate the two travellers admired the clean
and well-kept streets of Berlin, appreciated the convenience of riding
in carriages which featured meters for calculating taxi fares, and
recalled the frustration which bargaining can cause for anybody
taking a carriage in the cities of Russia. Once back at the hotel, their
day ended with supper and a show which they enjoyed in the
garden-restaurant of the hotel.

Ramiev's European trip had a twin purpose: to conduct business
and also to learn as much as possible about the cultures and societies
which were included in his itinerary. As a result, his schedule
contained ample sightseeing and leisurely activities in addition to
business engagements. As for Karimi, who had been invited along as
a companion and chronicler of the journey, he was not burdened too
often by business engagements. His main duty was to be a
perceptive and accurate chronicler.

Theirs was a leisurely trip, indeed, since for the first five days of
their stay in Berlin, Karimi and Ramiev's main preoccupation was
sightseeing. They took time to stroll on the famous Unter der Linden
boulevard, admire the Brandenburg Gate and the Statue of Goethe,
enjoy the Tiergarten Park, visit the Acvarium, the National Gallery,
and the Botanical Gardens, and also go to the Opera and see a show
at the Apollo vaudeville theatre. As much as they appreciated the
cultural treasures of Berlin, and the order, cleanliness, and efficiency
that reigned everywhere, it seems that Karimi and Ramiev were very
much impressed with the work habits of the Germans, noting that
theatres closed at 11:00 pm in Berlin, while in some European
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The Temptation of the West 49

countries night life only began at that hour.24

They admired the accomplishments of the Germans in all areas
and viewed the progress of their country as the direct result of the
fact that Germany's "jadid-qadim controversy took place a long time
ago."25 It is not at all surprising to see that in trying to understand
Europe Karimi and Ramiev often fell back on concepts and values
rooted in their own culture. Thus, the importance which they
attached to the outcome of the controversy between the jadids
(modernists) and qadimis (conservatives) for finding a solution to the
backwardness of Islam is highlighted by the fact that they referred to
a "German jadid-qadim controversy" when thinking of the role of
the Reformation in Germany's progress.

On the sixth day of their arrival in Berlin Karimi and Ramiev
concentrated on business matters. They visited the offices of the firm
A. Kupel and Lanz in order to make inquiries about the steam
engines, locomotives and wagons which Ramiev wanted to purchase
for his gold mines. They were advised that a visit to the factories in
Mannheim and Bochum would be most helpful in determining their
final decision regarding the selection of the mining equipment.

On 17 March they, left Berlin for Brussels. En route, however,
they stopped in Magdeburg, Mannheim, Essen, Bochum, and Koln.
Magdeburg produced equipment used in exploration. There, Karimi
remarked that gold producing countries such as Russia depended on
mining equipment produced by Germany .— a country which,
despite its developed mining industry, did not have gold mines. His
remark, its naivete notwithstanding, was an indirect commentary on
the levels of economic development and progress represented by
countries which were producers and those which were only
consumers of modern technology. A visit to the Krupp facilities in
Essen and the Lanz factory in Mannheim increased Karimi and
Ramiev's appreciation of German technological advancement while
the trip to the Kupel complex in Bochum resulted in the purchase of
tracks and small wagons for Ramiev's mine.26 However, the
highlight of the trip to Bochum was not the purchase of mining
equipment but rather a chance encounter in the coffee shop of a
hotel located not too far from the train station. Karimi and Ramiev
had entered the coffee shop mainly to make inquiries about hotel
vacancies but their inability to speak German created a communi-
cation gap which was bridged only when a young woman who spoke
French was called to assist them.

Their conversation with her triggered thoughts which ranged from
admiration to frustration and sadness, and strengthened their
commitment to the support of secular education among the Muslims
of Russia. Karimi and Ramiev learned that their interpreter was
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studying in Belgium and had three brothers who were educated in
Germany, England, and Italy. Coming from an Eastern society,
where parental authority and control over children continues to
remain strong even beyond the years of childhood and adolescence,
they were also impressed by the fact that this young German woman
had defied the will of her father in choosing to study in Belgium,
instead of France or England, which he favoured.27 The young
woman had attended a commercial school in Belgium and she
answered without reservations questions regarding curriculum and
specific courses. Karimi and Ramiev were astounded to discover that
in addition to Religion, Literature, Geography, Natural Sciences,
German, English, and French she studied Chemistry, Algebra,
Accounting, Banking, Budget, Statistics, Commerce, Commercial
Law, and History of Trade, and reflected: "How much education did
a girl of seventeen/eighteen receive and how much more will she be
receiving?! When I heard this, I thought of our own schools and our
own commercial enterprises and wanted to cry. Thank God, she did
not ask what and how students were taught in our schools."28

At the end of the three day trip to Bochum, Karimi and Ramiev
returned to Koln on 25 March, and from there proceeded without
delay to Brussels, where they spent eight days. Some of these days
were occupied with business matters, as Ramiev carefully made his
purchases of mining equipment, but ample time was also set aside to
explore the city. Karimi's travelogue contains numerous descriptions
of the city, its people, their language and culture, as well as
comments on prices, the Belgian economy and even comparisons
with Germany.

While in Brussels, Karimi and Ramiev had the chance to meet the
wife of a mining engineer, who was preparing to travel to Russia,
having signed a three-year contract with a Belgian company which
had interests in the Ural area. Their conversation with her cast a
shadow on the image of the omniscient and sophisticated Western
European which they had nurtured. Learning that Karimi and
Ramiev's home was exacdy in the area where the company which
employed her husband had its operations, Mme Danibourg wanted
to know as much as possible about that far away place, but was
particularly interested in obtaining information about the climate of
the Ural- region. She asked her visitors whether in Siberia
temperatures dropped as low as to pose the danger of people losing
their ears. When her suspicions were confirmed by Karimi and
Ramiev's answers Mme Danibourg replied: "If so, how can they
hear without ears?" She was reassured, however, that in those cold
and far away places clothing was designed with the harshness of
climate in mind.
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The Temptation of the West 51

On 1 April Karimi and Ramiev left Brussels for Paris where,
despite business commitments, they devoted much time to discover-
ing the city. Karimi and Ramiev were not exactly objective
foreigners in search of the many faces of "La Belle France". There is
an "idol worship" quality to their remarks about Paris, French
culture and society. The francophilism of the two Tatar travellers
belonged to the era of the Russo-French rapprochement which had
been made possible by the 1894 agreement. Whenever they deviated
from the usual enthusiastic admiration and ventured to voice an
even mildly critical opinion on matters concerning some aspects of
French society and culture, Karimi and Ramiev's tone became
almost apologetic. Their admiration of France may have been
genuine, indeed, but occasionally the manner in which they
expressed it created the impression of an act of loyalty to their
government in homage to Russo-French friendship. When Karimi
reflected: "because the Russian state in which we live is a friend of
France, it is possible to regard her with even more affection," he in
fact provided an eloquent commentary on one of the roots of their
francophilism, which was not free of contradictions.29 The best
illustration of the nature of these contradictions can be found in the
fact that the same Karimi who expressed loyalty to his country and
was never critical of its autocratic system of government, valued the
freedom of religion and the press, the liberty and equality which the
citizens of the third French Republic enjoyed.

The richness and diversity of the French periodical press made a
strong impression on Karimi, especially in view of the fact that at
the time of his journey to Europe Ismail Bey Gasprali's weekly
Terjuman (The Interpreter) was the only newspaper published in
Russia for a community of fifteen million Muslims — a situation
which he openly deplored. Karimi was so impressed with the French
press that he felt duty bound to share with his readers some of the
facts and figures. He noted, for instance, that of a total of 6,736
journals and newspapers published in France in 1899, 2,685 were
Parisian publications while the remainder of 4,051 appeared
elsewhere in the provinces. Karimi also provided a detailed
breakdown of the press by subject/profile and made a point of
mentioning that there existed sixteen publications for women.
, Karimi and Ramiev's sightseeing trips followed a predictable

pattern. As thousands and thousands of tourists before them they,
too, felt dwarfed by the majesty of the Pantheon and by the grandeur
of Versailles, and were in awe of man's artistic and scientific genius,
whether they admired the Eiffel Tower or a work of art. If asked,
however, to identify France's single most important contribution to
world civilization, Karimi and Ramiev would have undoubtedly
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52 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

pointed to the adoption of the metric system. They argued that if all
of France's other contributions to science and culture were to be
forgotten she would gain immortality on the basis of that
accomplishment alone. It is perhaps worth speculating upon
whether Karimi and Ramiev would have still nurtured the same
unqualified enthusiasm for the metric system had they known that it
Was the product of the same radical era which replaced God with the
deistic concept of the Supreme Being, and adopted a new calendar
featuring "natural" names, such as Germinal and Thermidor. A
knowledge of the background against which the August, 1793 metric
system reform was implemented would have probably changed little,
if anything, in Karimi and Ramiev's appreciation of the reform itself.
As travellers interested in the progress of their own people, the two
Volga Tatars were bound to focus exclusively on the impact of a
uniform system of weights and measures on economic advancement
and progress.

The problems of their people, the challenges which the Muslims
of Russia faced remained a constant concern and preoccupation for
Karimi and Ramiev throughout their trip. While in Paris, they read
a newspaper published in French and Arabic by a certain Sheikh
Ebunzade. The newspaper sparked their interest because of a note
advertising a thirty-lesson crash course in Arabic which intrigued
them so much that they decided to visit Ebunzade and learn more
about his teaching methods. In doing so, they hoped to acquire
information which might improve the performance of their own
medressehs in Russia. Unfortunately, the visit to Ebunzade, though
cordial, did not produce any concrete results in terms of acquisition
of textbooks or other materials which they could take to Russia.31

Ramiev did devote time to business in Paris as well, but after the
purchase of elevators and other equipment for his mines there was
still ample time for leisurely activities. Shakir Ramiev's own interests
determined some of the choices which the two friends made for their
leisurely activities. In this respect, the visit to the Mining Museum
and the School of Mining on Boulevard St. Michel, as well as to the
site of the 1900 World Exhibition clearly spoke of Shakir Ramiev's
interest in science and technology.32 Karimi and Ramiev's evalu-
ation of Paris and France was superlative as they remained oblivious
to many of those social problems capable of casting clouds over the
bright sky of the Paris which they chose to see. Even when they
admitted that deteriorating morality plagued France more than
other European countries, Karimi and Ramiev's francophilism
enabled them to hope that "the great French people will find a
remedy for this."33

On 16 April 1899, they left Paris concluding that this "[was] a
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The Temptation of the West 53

place worth seeing."34 Karimi and Ramiev travelled south to Nice
and Monte Carlo where in addition to sightseeing, their programme
included a visit to the Turkish baths and the Casino. They were
rather disappointed to find out that the two-ruble fee which the Nice
baths charged was five times higher than what Istanbul baths
charged, but did not match the quality of the services offered by the
latter.35 When they heard some of the guests speak Russian at the
Monte Carlo Casino, they realized that for some of their countrymen
visits to these exotic resorts were part of an established routine.

The trip from Nice to Milano delighted the two Tatar travellers
with the beauty of the Tirolian landscape, and held the surprise of
an interesting conversation with two Dutch tourists: a young woman
of twenty and her mother who were returning home after having
spent the winter months in Italy. Karimi and Ramiev were
impressed that Tolstoy's works were familiar to their young
companion, who was eager to learn about Russia and its people. She
was particularly interested in the situation of Eastern women,
inquired about Muslim customs, traditions, the education of women,
and their place in the institution of marriage. The answers she
received left no doubt that Muslim women had little control over
their own destinies. The discussion evolved almost into a debate
about the situation of women in general, and the young Dutch
woman enlightened Karimi and Ramiev on the goals and evolution
of the movements aimed at the emancipation of women in Europe.
That Karimi and Ramiev did not take this discussion lightly and
considered it valuable for the home audience was proven by the fact
that Karimi chose to provide a detailed account of it in his
travelogue. He not only mentioned the International Women's
Congresses held in London, Paris, and Geneva, and the forthcoming
Paris Congress, but also summarized the programme of the Geneva
Congress, noting that women as well as men were supporting this
movement aimed at changing those conditions which had made
women prisoners of men.36

Although Karimi and Ramiev spent only one day in Milano, they
took time to visit its famous cathedral before continuing on to
Vienna, where they arrived on April 30th. There, some of the
highlights of their sightseeing tours were the visits to the Hofburg
and Schonbrunn palaces, Stephansdom, and the Prater. Impressed
by the conveniences which Vienna offered to the traveller — from
hotels and restaurants to banking — Karimi warned the Russian
bound for Europe to travel light because "everything is available"
and also avoid the burden of carrying cash by transferring funds to
the Credit Lyonnais. Yet, it seems that despite these warnings,
neither Karimi nor Ramiev regretted the fact that upon leaving

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
yg

ul
 R

am
ee

va
] 

at
 1

0:
01

 2
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
14

 



54 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

Russia they had included in their already voluminous luggage two
pounds of tea and a samovar. At some point he noted: "while in
Europe, we made tea a la russe and remembered our Motherland. In
Europe they do not drink tea [the same way] as we do. They do not
have samovars."37

In Vienna once more, the two Tatar travellers commented on the
deteriorating morality of European countries, only to use the
opportunity to launch what was perhaps the most candid and
uninhibited criticism of their own society, of what they saw as a
double standard and self-defeating hypocrisy. They argued that as
far as the decline of public morality was concerned, their own
Muslim society did not lag behind the West. The difference was that
in Europe "everything is open. We shroud everything in secrecy. If
in Islamic centres such as Kazan, Orenburg, Ufa, and Troitsk, there
are no libraries, scientific, literary, or cultural societies,-.in every
single one of them there are houses of ill repute operated by genuine
Muslims and staffed by Muslim girls." Karimi and Ramiev's
criticism was directed at those Muslims who had no reservations
about accepting the vices of the West but rejected its accomplish-
ments in science, education, and social progress, thus hindering
reform in the name of tradition.

On 3 May, Karimi and Ramiev left Vienna and travelled to
Istanbul via Budapest. Their arrival at the Sirkeci station in
Istanbul provided them with the first reminder of the fact that they
were no longer in Europe. Tighter passport controls, more stringent
visa requirements, and the ubiquitous presence of a stifling
bureaucracy were re-entering their lives as they approached home.
The more relaxed atmosphere of Western Europe was becoming only
a memory. Although annoyed by the visa formalities, Karimi and
Ramiev resigned themselves to the red tape because "it seems that
these are their rules."39 Here, in this remark, the "we — they"
dichotomy is striking. It is worth noting that throughout the trip
they had referred to Russia as "our Russia" while their remarks
about Istanbul and Ottoman Turkey remained those of outsiders
despite the fact that they were Turks and Muslims.

The mosques of Istanbul, the "Sabah," "Ikdam," and "Maglu-
mat" presses, the numerous bookstores located on Bab-Ali and
Divan Yolu left a strong impression on the two visitors from the
Middle Volga. They were also impressed by the Ottoman capital's
ethnic diversity when on the streets of Istanbul they saw a parade of
national dress, a fact which gave Istanbul the appearance of "a
true ethnographic museum."

Their visit to the Civil Service School enriched Karimi and
Ramiev's knowledge of the Ottoman system of education, but also
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The Temptation of the West 55

led to an interesting discussion with the director of the school, who
requested information about Russian schools and their attendance
by Muslims. Karimi spoke highly of Russian schools but admitted
that Muslims chose not to attend them. When the director suggested
that such lack of interest may be a result of the fact that Russian
schools deprived Muslim students of religious education, Karimi's
tone became rather defensive. He insisted that "our government does
not object to [the community] hiring a teacher who would teach the
Muslim religion [to our children] when Russians attended religious
education classes."41

Karimi's interest in cultural matters is further documented by the
fact that he chose to acquaint his readers with the leading figures of
Ottoman culture such as Ahmet Midhat, Cevdet Pasha, and A.
Hamdi, pointing out that on the literary scene prominence and fame
were shared by both men and women. As for the press, Karimi's
travelogue contains a detailed account of the journals and news-
papers published in the Ottoman capital. Himself a member of an
ethnic and religious minority of the Russian empire, Karimi was
impressed with the fact that the Ottoman capital featured news-
papers in Greek, Armenian, Arabic, Persian, Bulgarian, English,
French, and German even as he made critical comments about the
freedom of the press in the Ottoman capital. In fact, he argued that
because there was no freedom of the press, political newspapers were
meaningless, a fact proven by their lack of popularity among the
readers. The review of the press contains a mention of the women's
weekly Hanimlara mahsus gazete (A Newspaper for Ladies) reminding
the reader of Karimi's undiluted interest in the plight of women
everywhere.42

Even as he criticized certain aspects of Ottoman society such as
the freedom of the press, Karimi pointed to the fact that in terms of
overall progress, the Ottomans ranked first among all other
Muslims. Undoubtedly having in mind the Tanzimat, he mentioned
the importance of the reforms which had opened the door to
secularization, to the adoption of European models in education, the
organization of the army and the civil service. Yet, the distance
which the Ottoman state had travelled on the road to progress was
hardly comparable to the advancement of Western European
countries. Karimi tried to identify the cause of such a gap and
deplored the simplistic approach, as well as the ignorance of some
Europeans who, searching for an answer for the same dilemma,
argued that Islam was not compatible with progress. Karimi argued
that the cause of Muslim backwardness was not Islam per se but
rather the failure of the Muslims to understand the essence of Islam
and their dogmatic approach to its tenets. He warned his fellow
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56 Azade-Ayse Rorlich

Muslims: "having failed to understand the philosophy of our religion
and shariat we took the load of superficiality, failed to acquire a
creative understanding of life and its conditions and thus failed to
understand the course of history." When Karimi addressed the
specific case of Ottoman Turkey, he traced some of the reasons for
its slow pace of progress to two factors: the damaging effect which
pluralism and conflicting loyalties had on the cohesiveness of a
multinational state precariously held together by the concept of
Ottomanism, and the failure of the Young Turks to understand the
needs of their country. Karimi argued that the reforms which the
Young Turks pushed were not timely and that the Young Turks
themselves were more at ease in Europe, where they eventually
chose to stay instead of returning home to serve their country.43

Karimi's comments about the Young Turks were in fact a criticism
of the westernised elite which was in danger of loosing touch with
the realities of its own country.

Their departure from Istanbul in late May marked the end of
Karimi and Ramiev's European journey. The brief stopover in
Bahchesaray, the six-day stay in Moscow and the crossing of the
Ural river (the boundary between Europe and Asia) on June 1st
were its epilogue. Karimi and Ramiev's discovery of Europe had
augmented their admiration of its civilization and science and
renewed their desire to bridge the gap between their own society and
Europe. At times, the accomplishments of European civilization
blinded Karimi and Ramiev and prevented them from identifying
many of the symptoms which were already announcing the most
profound re-evaluation of Western liberal, rational, and humanistic
values and the advent of man as an irrational being. They returned
to their Volga-Ural home impressed by the "cultural psuedomorph"
of/m de stick Europe and viewed their own Muslim society as a world
that begged reinterpretation. Karimi and Ramiev admired Europe's
remarkable capability to absorb and withstand the forces of rapid
change and hoped that their own society could conquer the rigidity
which blocked change and progress. They considered carefully the
delicate balance of the equation of change and concluded that
progress would become a reality when Muslims would adopt some of
the accomplishments of Western civilization and, to paraphrase the
Shinto scholar Hirata, "would put the good features of tradition in
the service of Islam."44

NOTES

1. Mehmed Fatih al-Karimi, Yavrupd Siyahatnamese (Tatar, Arabic Script), (St.
Petersburg, 1902).

2. For a pioneering study of Muslim perceptions of the West, see B. Lewis, The
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Muslim Discovery of Europe (New York and London, 1982).
3. Itisam al-Din left an account in Persian which was translated in English. See J.

E. Alexander, transl, Mirza Itesa Modem (London, 1827).
4. Noteworthy are the observations of Seyyid Ali Efendi, the first ambassador of

the Ottoman Sultan to the French republic. See. M. Herbette, Une Ambassade
Turque sous le Directoire (Paris, 1902).

5. On the Egyptian student mission sent to France in 1826 see J. Heyworth-
Dunne, An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt (London, 1983),
221 ff. For an Iranian student's (Mirza Salih Shirazi) account of early
nineteenth century European society, see G. A. Storey, Persian Literature
(London, 1953), Vol. I, pt. 2, pp. 1148-1152.

6. Sec Anthony Cross, Russia Under Western Eyes 1517-1825 (London, 1970); F.
Wilson, Muscovy Russia Through Foreign Eyes: 1553-1960 (London, 1970); H.
Nerhood, To Russia and Return (Columbus, Ohio, 1968); A. Babey, Americans in
Russia: 1776-1917 (New York, 1938).

7. Orenburg ichindä seyahat (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Orenburg, 1902); N. Suleyman,
Petersburg Seyahatnamese (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Kazan, 1907); Amerika Fikirlere
(Tatar, Arabic Script) (Orenburg, 1908); S. Maksudi, Angiliyaga Siyahat. (1909
nchï yïlda) (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Kazan, 1914). Karimi himself wrote two more
travelogues: Qïrïma Seyahat (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Orenburg, 1904) and the
controversial Instanbul Maktuplare (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Kazan, 1913) first
published in the pages of Vaqt as his Balkan War correspondence. His account
of the war drew severe criticism for Karimi's lack of patriotism in presenting
the plight of the Turks. The list of early twentieth century Tatar travelogues
should also include R. Fahreddin's fictional journey lsmaqiyl sayahale written in
1903 purely didactic purposes in order to trigger the intellectual curiosity
of Tatar school children.

8. His travelogue was published six years after his death under the title
Mavaraennaherdä sayahat (Tatar, Arabic Script) (Kazan, 1908).

9. M. Gainullin, Tatar ädiplare ijat portretlarï (Kazan, 1978), p. 41.
10. Sir Edward A. Bond, ed., Russia at the Close of the Sixteenth Century. Comprising the

Treatise "Of the Russe Commonwealth'', by Dr. Giles Fletcher and the Travels of Jerome
Horsey (London. 1956); A. Jenkinson, Early Voyages and Travels to Russia and
Persia, 2 Vols. (London, 1886); Freiherr Sigmund von Herberstein, Notes Upon
Russia, 2 Vols. (London, 1851-1852).

11. Karimi, op. cit. p. I. Abdulgani Huseinov was a wealthy merchant who devoted
a great deal of his energy and money to the support of the jadid movement. See
Z. 1. Ahsen Bore, ed., Gani Bay (Helsinki, 1945).

12. Despite the fact that Huseinov's letter is dated 29 January 1898, it is most likely
that this is the result of a printing error. The year should be 1899, since taking
into account the urgent tone of Huseinov's letter, Karimi left his native village
on 2 February, 1899. Karimi, op. cit., p. 191.

13. Karimi, op. cit., pp. 7-10.
14. Karimi, op. cit., p. 24.
15. Karimi, op. cit., p. 56.
16. The St. Petersburg mosque was built only in 1910 with the financial assistance

of Muslims from the Volga-Ural region.
17. Karimi, op. cit., p. 39.
18. On Boraganskii's press see A. G. Karimullin, Tatarskaia Kniga nachala veka

(Kazan, 1974), pp. 177-181.
19. The young mullah whom Karimi admired in 1899 was appointed mufti in 1915.

On his appointment see A. Ishaki's article in Yulduz, 21 August, 1915, p. 1.
Prior to this appointment he had also served in the capacity of translator for the
Asiatic Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. See Sh. Ähmer,
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Matbagachelek tarikhï (Kazan, 1909), p. 58.
20. His book which had just been published by "Knizhnoc Delo" in Moscow was

Ramiev's "travel companion" from Moscow to St. Petersburg. See A. Iu.
Krymskij, Musul'manstoo i ego budushchnost, (Moscow, 1899).

21. Karimi, op. c i t . 59.
22. Karimi, op. cit. p. 60. It seems that Kasimov Tatars were actively involved in

the restaurant business in Russia. Referring to events which took place in
Russia between 1887—89, Yusuf Akchura mentions in his memoirs the visibility
of the Kasimov Tatars in the restaurant business. See Muharrem Feyzi Togay,
Yusuf Akcura. Hayati ve tstrleri (Istanbul 1944), pp. 136-137.

23. Karimi, op. cit., p. 68. Karimi used in fact the word vatan for country which in
more accurate translation could be rendered as Motherland or Fatherland.

24. Karimi, op. cit. p. 77.
25. Karimi, op. cit., p. 87.
26 Karim, op. cit., p. 89 and 95. By late nineteenth century Bochum had a

diversified and complex economy. Its mines and foundries employed almost
2/3 of the labor force. See David Crew, Town in the Ruhr. A Social History of
Bochum 1860-1914 (New York, 1979), pp. 13-43 and 59.

27. The best proof of the scope of parental authority in Karimi and Ramiev's world
is offered by the fact that Karimi's invitation to join Ramiev on his European
trip had not come to him directly but had been sent to his father, who was
asked to send Ramiev to Orenburg.

28. Karimi, op. cit., p. 95.
29. Karimi, op. cit., p. 105.
30. Karimi, op. cit., 106, 110, and 104.
31. Karimi, op. cit., p. 114-15.
32. Karimi, op. cit., 130-31.
33. Karimi, op. cit., p. 104.
34. Karimi, op. cit., 136.
35. While commenting on prices, most of the time Karimi and Ramiev converted

European currencies into rubles.
36. Karimi, op. cit., pp. 144-46.
37. Karimi, op. cit., p. 160.
38. Karimi, op. cit., p. 162.
39. Karimi, op. cit., p. 170.
40. Karimi, op. cit., p. 172.
41. Karimi, op. cit., p. 182.
42. On Karimi's interest in the emancipation of women, See M. Gainullin, Tatar

adiplare (Kazan, 1978), pp. 50-78.
43. Karimi, pp. 186-87 — Karimi's criticism of the effects of Ottoman pluralism on

the cohesiveness of the state is a prelude to Yusuf Akchura's 1904 essay Uch-
Tarz-i-Siyaset (Three Political Systems) in which he developed the thesis of
Turkism and advocated the idea of a Turkish national state while pointing to
the failure of Ottomanism as a cultural and political concept.

44. In 1811, in his "Summary of the Ancient Way," Hirata argued that the good
features of all traditions should be put in the service of Japan. On Hirat
Atsutane, C.E. Black, ed., The Modernization of Japan and Russia (New York,
1975), p. 32.
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