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[Abstract]
Kingship, Caliphate or Sultanate: Why Syria Chose Kingship in 1920?

Abdul-Karim RAFEQ
College of William and Mary

After a brief survey of the institutions of the kingship, the sultanate and the caliphate, my paper
examines the reasons that made the members of the Syrian General Congress choose Faysal, son
of Sharif Husayn of Hijaz, king of Syria on 8 March 1920. Why was he not chosen sultan or
caliph? Who held or coveted these titles at the time? What was the political culture in Syria that
made the members of the Congress prefer a monarchy?

The composition of the Syrian General Congress that included Muslims, Christians and
Jews representing the various regions of geographical Syria (Bilad al-Sham) was no doubt the
determining factor for choosing a non-religious title for the head of state. Arabism was at its peak
at the time and a secular title approved by all the communities seemed appropriate.

There was an ongoing public debate among Muslim scholars about the merits of having an
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Arab caliphate. Sharif Husayn, the King of Hijaz, put himself up for the title of caliph encouraged
by British promises to support him in this endeavor should he rise in revolt against the Tutks. He,
however, did not obtain this title even though he rose in revolt against the Turks on 10 June
1916. When Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the creator of modern Turkey, abolished the Ottoman caliphate
in 1924, Sharif Husayn immediately declared himself caliph. ‘Abd al-’Aziz Ibn Saud, Sultan of
Najd and the dominant figure in Arabia, used this declaration as a pretext to attack Sharif Husayn
and occupy Hijaz including the two holy cities of Mecca and Medina.. Ibn Saud eventually
declared himself king of Saudi Arabia, but not caliph or sultan.

Although the rule of King Faysal in Syria did not last for more than a few months, the
choosing of a monarchy rather than a caliphate or a sultanate by the Syrians is significant. It
reflects the domination of secularism among the Syrians regardless of their religious affiliations.
During his rule in Syria, King Faysal called for tolerance and cooperation among the religious

communities and has proven himself to be deserving of the title of king for all the Syrians.
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