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Introduction
Ottoman political history in the early modern period

On the morning o f  Wednesday, M ay 18, 1622, the imperial pavilion o f the 
Ottoman sultan and many other tents were to be carried over to Üsküdar, across 
from Istanbul, on the Asian shores of the Bosporus (see Fig. 1). Osman II,
I he seventeen-year-old emperor of vast lands stretching from modern Hungary 
and Ukraine to Eritrea and Yemen to the south, and from  Iraq to Algeria to the 
west (see M ap 1), was about to leave his imperial capital for a pilgrimage to 
Mecca. However, m ost jurists and the overwhelming majority of the members 
of the army corps were opposed to the departure o f the em peror as they 
suspected that the young sultan’s pilgrim age was a cover for other plans that 
would have consequences detrimental to their own interests. The next day, 
before Osman II could even set foot outside his palace, the opposition forces 
enthroned his uncle M ustafa I. On Friday evening, Osman was strangled at the 
Seven Towers where he was being held prisoner. G od’s shadow on earth, as 
Osman II would be described in his imperial title, was not perm itted to visit 
I he House of God -  the name given by M uslims to the K a’ba in Mecca.

Ottoman emperors, G od’s shadows on earth, should not have been so easily 
dispensable, but apparently they were. The political history o f the Ottoman 
limpire in the seventeenth century was marked by depositions like that of 
Osman II. O f the ten reigns by the nine sultans who occupied the Ottoman 
Ihrone between 1603 and 1703, six ended with dethronements. In m odem  
historiography, at least until recently, this discrepancy between the theoreti­
cal claims o f O ttom an emperors to uncontested sovereignty and the practical 
reality of their frequent depositions has generally been interpreted as a m ani­
festation of Ottoman decline, yet another sign of the disorders that plagued the 
empire beginning in the late sixteenth century. Although recent contributions 
to ( )lloman historiography have challenged the decline paradigm  from various 
angles, a new interpretation o f these depositions has yet to appear.

In their recent book, The Age o f  Beloveds, W alter Andrews and M ehm et 
Kalpaklı look a step toward a new interpretation o f  seventeenth-century 
( )lloman depositions:

The inovi-iiii-iil ill linglaiul from Ink- Tudor absolutism lo an increasingly limited monarchy 
uuilcr (In- Stuarts is well ili-liucil anil w idely acce|>leil. I ii llie Ottoman lini()ire, there



Map 1. T h e  O tto m an  E m p ire , c. 1550. A d ap ted  fro m  H alil in a lc ik  w ith  D onald  Q ualani 
(eds.), An E co n o m ic  a n d  S o c ia l H isto ry  o f  the  O tto m a n  Em pire, 1 3 0 0 -1 9 1 4  (C am brid |'r 
C a m b rid g e  U niversity  P ress, 1994), pp. xxxiv xxxv.







ap pears to  be  a  p a ra lle l to  th e  E n g lish  case  in th e  d o u b le  e n th ro n e m e n t (1618  and  1622) 
o f  the  m en ta lly  in c o m p e te n t M u sta fa  1 sa n d w ic h e d  a ro u n d  th e  d ep o s itio n  an d  reg ic id e  o f  
( ( ¡ e n f  [the Y oung]) O sm a n  I I .1

Andrews and Kalpakli are justified in qualifying their statem ent with the phrase 
“appears to be” because as two historians of literature they could not locate 
a work of political history that approached the Ottoman case from an angle 
I hat would make possible a comparison w ith the English example. According
lo the prevalent scholarly view, the regicide of Osman II was nothing but a 
military rebellion; hence, a sign of the decline of the O ttom an Empire or a 
symbol of its transform ation into something else that has yet to be defined. In 
I he absence of any study on the question, Andrews and Kalpakli hesi tate to 
offer any suggestions about why the regicide has been viewed so negatively: 
“Why movements toward limitations on monarchical absolutism are seen as 
an advance in the one case and as a decline in the other we will leave to 
nonliterary historians to thrash out.”2

Why indeed? How have we been led to believe that the English Civil War, 
which led to the execution of Charles I in 1649, and the “Glorious” Revolution 
of 1688, which dethroned Charles I ’s son James II, were advances in the 
history of lim ited government, whereas the regicide of the Ottoman Sultan 
ibrahim in 1648 and the deposition of ib rah im ’s son M ehm ed IV in 1687, for 
instance, were simply signs o f decline? The similarities between the events in 
I ingland and in the Ottoman Empire did not pass unnoticed by contemporaries 
who wrote works like the “Interview between Sultan ibrahim , Emperor of 
llie Turks, and the King of England, held in the Elysian Fields” as early as 
1649 nor by modern scholars who do comparative work on a global scale.3 
( )f course, there is no Ottoman parliam ent to compare with the English one. 
Yel this particular difference does not mean that the Ottoman depositions and 
regicides lacked any formal constitutional components and were simply results 
of irregular behavior on the part o f some soldier-turned-bandits as mainstream 
Iwcntieth-century Ottoman historiography would like us to believe. The way 
in which Ottoman depositions were legitimized and the presence of certain 
Ic-alurcs that established links among them point to the development of an 
imwrillen understanding of what an em peror was supposed to do and not do, 
when il would be legitimate to depose him, and through what means.

1 W aller A ndrew s and M ehm et K alpakli, The A ge o f  Beloveds: L ove a n d  the B eloved  in Early- 
M odern O ttom an a n d  European Culture a n d  Society  (D urham : D uke U niversity  Press, 2005), 
I.’.’.
Ibid., p. 323; G abriel P iterberg’s An O ttom an Tragedy: H istory and  H istoriography a t P lay  
(Herkcley: (Inivcrsily o f  C alifornia Press, 2003) offers an insightful study o f  the O ttom an 
historiography on the regicide o f O sm an II. However, Pilerberg does no t directly engage 
with the <|iieslion o f decline in the political context o f placing lim itations on O ttom an royal 
authority.

' I I 'n t ie v u e  dii sultan llihraun , em pcrcur des Tun s et tin roi d ’Angleterre m ix  Cham ps E lysees  
(Pans, KvIO) is a short piece in verse, lack A. (io ldslone is well aw are o f  some structural 
Mimlai ities related lo econom ic crises anil then social lepciciiNsions; Revolution anil Rebellion  
ill tin- 1‘iiiiv  M odern World ( Berkeley: I Inivei sil y < >1 ( aliloi ilia I ’less, I ()() I )



A year before the Glorious Revolution took place in England, in the 
early m orning of Saturday, November 8, 1687, the leading jurists o f the 
Ottoman Empire convened at the M osque o f Ayasofya (the form er Cathedral 
o f Hagia Sophia) to discuss for a last time the demands of the army to depose 
M ehm ed IV. W hen the grand mufti, the chief jurisconsult o f the empire, asked 
the dignitaries present whether the sultan should be deposed, M ehmed, the 
chief justice of the Asian and African provinces, was the first one to give an 
affirmative answer. The father o f this M ehmed, Abdürrahim, had issued the 
legal opinion that legitimized the regicide of M ehm ed IV ’s father İbrahim  in 
1648 and had even overseen the execution personally. M ehm ed’s son Yahya 
was to be elected chief justice of the Asian and African provinces by the oppo­
sition forces in Istanbul in 1703 and to take part in the deposition of M ehm ed 
IV ’s son M ustafa II. Thus M ustafa II came to be deposed, among others, by a 
jurist whose father had deposed his father and whose grandfather had deposed 
and executed his own grandfather.4

The jurists were not the only political actors involved in Ottoman depositions 
in the seventeenth century. The janissaries, who have been blamed for almost 
everything that went wrong in the Ottoman Em pire after the late sixteenth 
century, played a consistent role in most depositions. Although mainstream 
Ottoman historiography has insisted on treating these political acts o f the 
janissaries as signs of corruption and decline, according to Victor Fontanier, 
a Frenchm an w ho spent many years in the O ttom an Empire in the early 
nineteenth century, the janissaries were defending people against the ravages 
of absolute power.5 Antoine de Juchereau de Saint-Denys, another French­
man who served the Ottomans as a military engineer in the early nineteenth 
century and witnessed a janissary rebellion in 1807 in Istanbul, stated that the 
janissaries, who were “identified with the nation,” were “under the influence 
of popular opinion” and resem bled a “populace that became sovereign.”6 For 
Namık Kemal, a major figure o f Young Ottoman thought in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, the janissaries had been the “armed consultative 
assembly o f the nation” before their destruction by M ahmud II in 1826.7 
Although the recognition o f the janissaries as a political force with some pop­
ular legitimacy has been explored by Cemal Kafadar and Donald Quataert, 
whose works in this area have profoundly influenced this study,8 Ottoman

4 R ifa ’at Ali A bou-El-H aj, The 1703 Rebellion and  the Structure o f  O ttom an P olitics  (Leiden: 
N ederlands Instituu t voor het N abije O osten, 1984), 28.

5 V ictor Fontanier, Voyages en Orient, entrepris p a r  ordre du gouvernem ent fra n ça is , vol. I: 
Turquie d ’A sie  (Paris: M ongie aîné, 1829), 322.

6 A ntoine de Juchereau de Saint-D enys, H istoire de l ’em pire ottom an depuis 1792 ju s q u ’en 
1844, 4  vols. (Paris: A u com ptoir des im prim eurs-unis, 1844), vol. 1, 349, 355.

7 M ehm et K aplan, N am ık Kemal: H ayatı ve E serleri (İstanbul, 1948), 107.
8 C em al Kafadar, “ Yeniçeri -  e sn a f  relations: Solidarity and conflict,” M.A. thesis (M cGill 

University, 1981); C. Kafadar, “On the purity and corruption o f  the Janissaries,” Turkish  
Studies A ssocia tion  Bulletin  15 (1991): 273 80; C. Kafadar, “Janissaries and o ther riffraff o f 
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historiography in general has been very reluctant to em brace this train of 
thought and carry it further. It was a political scientist, Şerif M ardin, who 
argued that the rebellions that were attributed to the licentiousness of the 
janissaries or others might instead be regarded as the m anifestation of a polit­
ical culture that had a tradition o f legitimate opposition:

T h ere  ex is t a  su ffic ien t n u m b er o f  ca ses  o f  O tto m an  reb e llio n s  w ith  a  ju s tif ic a tio n  and  o f  
up ris in g s w ith  w h a t ap p ea rs  to  b e  a  ta c it  re c o u rse  to  a  th eo ry  o f  leg itim a te  rev o lt fo r  u s
10 take  u p  th is th read  in O tto m an  h isto ry  an d  to  g ive it th e  c o n s id e ra tio n  w hich  no  one 
has acco rd ed  it to  da te . O n e  m u st b e a r  in  m in d  th a t in  re tro sp ec t, th e  h is to ry  o f  W estern  
liu ro p ean  d em o cracy  fro m  its o rig in s o n w ard s a lso  lo o k s like a  se ries  o f  u n re la ted  ep iso d es 
o f  v io len ce  an d  in trig u e .9

Juxtaposing a history of democracy and a history of Ottoman rebellions 
may sound too anachronistic for the m odern reader. Some o f the prem od­
ern observers of the Ottoman Empire, however, would agree with Mardin. 
Count Luigi Ferdinando M arsigli was one of them. M arsigli visited the 
( )ttoman Em pire in 1679-80 for eleven m onths in the company of the Venetian 
ambassador and had an opportunity to becom e well acquainted with some of 
I he most renowned Ottoman men of letters, such as the historian Hüseyin 
I lezarfenn and the geographer Ebu Bekir. His relationship with the Ottomans 
continued as he was enslaved during the Ottoman-Habsburg wars in 1683. 
Alter he gained his freedom, he returned to the Habsburg service and took 
part in peace negotiations with the Ottomans. In the aftermath of the Treaty 
of Carlowitz (1699), M arsigli oversaw the actual dem arcation of the 850- 
km-long Habsburg-Ottoman border. Thus he was one o f the better informed 
Europeans in matters pertaining to the Ottomans. In his m onum ental work on 
the Ottoman military forces, there is a short section on the political authority 
of Ihe Ottoman sultan, the grand vizier, and other pashas. A fter reviewing the 
actual sociopolitical power of the O ttom an central military organization and 
of Ihe educational-judicial hierarchy, or the ulema, M arsigli implied that the 
Ottoman Empire merited being called a dem ocracy rather than a monarchy 
or an aristocracy.10 Taner Timur suggests that M arsigli regarded the Ottoman 
central military organization and the ulema as institutions whose functions 
paralleled the Etats-Généraux o f France.11

which was presented al Princeton U niversity in 1991. I am  grateful to M olly G reene w ho 
bronchi Ibis paper lo my attention in the late 1990s; and D onald  Q uataert, “Janissaries, 
artisans, and (lie question o f  O ttom an decline, 1730-1826,” in 17° C ongreso Internacional 
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In the eighteenth century, it was Ottoman officials themselves who described 
their government as more republican than the ones in St. Petersburg and Vienna 
because the sultan “could not offer preliminaries of peace w ithout the concur­
rence of [the jurists].” 12 Sir James Porter, who served as British ambassador 
in Constantinople for fifteen years in the second half o f the eighteenth century, 
asserted that the Ottoman government was “a species o f limited monarchy.” He 
w ent to great lengths to defend his observation to a contemporary who claimed 
that because o f “their long residence” in the Ottoman Empire M arsigli and 
Porter had becom e so reconciled to the country and people as to make them  
“unwilling to admit that [the Ottoman government] should be denom inated a 
despotism .” 13 Porter regarded the Ottoman army as “a powerful check upon the 
Grand Signor [i.e. the sultan]” and the upper ranking jurists as the “hereditary 
guardians o f the religion and laws of the em pire.” 14

Adolphus Slade, a nineteenth-century British navy officer, agreed with M ar­
sigli, Porter, Juchereau de Saint-Denys, and Fontanier. He argued that the 
Ottoman m onarchy used to possess a “constitution: defective, and in a state of 
chronic disorder, but still a roughly balanced system.” 15 As noted by Bernard 
Lewis, Slade saw the m odernizing reforms of M ahm ud II and Regid Pasha in 
the first half of the nineteenth century as a “subversion of the ancient Turkish 
constitution” or a “subversion of the liberties of his (Turkish) subjects:”

T h ese  ex p ress io n s  are  s trik in g ly  rem in iscen t o f  the  language used  b y  the  pro-P arliam ent 
ju r is ts  d u rin g  th e  E n g lish  C iv il W ar o f  th e  17th cen tu ry  an d  its a fte rm ath . T h e  d o c tr in e  o f  
th e  an c ien t co n s titu tio n  o f  E n g la n d  an d  th e  im m em o ria l r ig h ts  o f  E n g lish m en  are  cen tra l to 
th e  a rg u m en ts  w h ich  w ere  u se d  to  ju s tify  P arlia m e n t ag a in s t th e  K ing in th e  C iv il W ar and ,
in  a  d iffe ren t w ay, in  the  e n su in g  s tru g g les o f  th e  la te r  17th an d  18th c e n tu r ie s___ S lad e
ap p lied  th e se  ch arac te ris tica lly  E n g lish  do c trin es to  th e  T u rk ish  situa tion , and p u rsu in g  
th em  in g re a t d e ta il, fo u n d  th a t th ey  f itted .16

For instance, it was Slade who thought that the janissaries represented the peo­
ple and thus constituted a “cham ber of deputies,” forming the “legal opposition 
in the state.” 17 He was justified in thinking about the janissaries in these terms 
as they indeed came to reflect the socioeconomic makeup o f the Ottoman 
population as more and more lower-middle and middle-class Ottoman men

)2 S ir Jam es Porter, O bservations on the Religion, Law, G overnm ent, a n d  M anners o f  the Turks, 
2nd ed. (London: J. N ourse, 1771), xxxiv.

13 C om pare W illiam  Robertson, H istory o f  the R eign o f  the E m peror Charles V, 3 vols. (London, 
1769), vol. I, 3 88-9 , n. 42; and Porter, O bservations, x iv -xxxvi.

14 Porter, O bservations, xxviii, xxxi.
15 A dolphus Slade, Turkey and  the Crim ean War: A  N arrative o f  H istorical E vents (London: 
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17 A. Slade, Turkey (¡reece and  M alta, 2 vols. (London: Saunders and Olley, 1837), vol. I, 303, 
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bought their way into the janissary corps in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Yet, other than in a short work by Lewis that he presented to a large 
group of Ottoman historians more than thirty years ago, S lade’s views have 
been practically ignored by Ottoman historiography.

The present work is, in part, an effort to carry forward some of the observa­
tions offered by M arsigli, Porter, Fontanier, Juchereau de Saint-Denys, Slade, 
Namık Kemal, M ardin, Timur, Quataert, and Kafadar about lim ited govern­
ment in the O ttom an Empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
However, it is very difficult to focus a revisionist lens just on the janissaries 
and the ulema, as well as the depositions they staged, w ithout any regard to 
other dynamics o f Ottoman history. That is why this book proposes an over­
haul of our understanding of Ottoman history between the late sixteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. Ottoman historians have produced several works 
in the last decades revising the traditional understanding o f this period from 
various angles, some of which were not even considered as topics of historical 
inquiry in the mid-twentieth century.18 Thanks to these works, the conventional 
narrative o f Ottoman history -  that in the late sixteenth century the Ottoman 
Empire entered a prolonged period o f decline m arked by steadily increas­
ing military decay and institutional corruption -  has been discarded. In the 
most recent general economic and social history of the Ottoman Empire, 
for instance, only one of the four contributors sees decline as a central phe­
nomenon, which necessitates an editor’s com m ent in the preface on the diver­
gence of this contributor’s assessm ent from  that o f o thers.19 As observed by 
Douglas Howard, Ottoman decline becam e an “untrue m yth.”20 Nevertheless,

ls See, for instance, G âbor Agoston, G uns fo r  the Sultan: M ilitary Pow er and  the Weapons 
Industry in the O ttom an Em pire (C am bridge: C am bridge U niversity  P ress, 2004); V irginia
H. Aksan, O ttom an Wars, 1700-1870: A n  Em pire Besieged  (H arlow : Pearson, 2007); K aren 
Barkey, B andits and  Bureaucrats: The O ttom an Route to State Centralization  (Ithaca: C ornell 
University Press, 1994); L inda T. D arling, R evenue-Raising  a n d  Legitim acy: Tax Collection  
and  Finance A dm inistra tion  in the O ttom an Empire, 1560-1660  (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996); 
C ornell H. F leischer, B ureaucrat a n d  In tellectual in the O ttom an Empire: The H istorian  
M u sta faÂ li (1541-1600)  (Princeton: P rinceton University  Press, 1986); D aniel G offm an, The 
O ttom an Em pire an d  E arly  M o d em  Europe  (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity Press, 2002); 
Nelly Hanna, In Praise o f  Books: A  C ultural H istory o f  C airo’s M idd le Class, Sixteenth to the 
E ighteenth Century  (Syracuse: Syracuse U niversity  Press, 2003); Jane Hathaway, The Politics 
o f  H ouseholds in O ttom an Egypt: The R ise o f  the Q azdaglts (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niver­
sity Press, 1997); D ina Rizk Khoury, State and  Provincial Society in the O ttom an Empire: 
M osul, 15 4 0 - 1834  (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity Press, 1997); L eslie P. Peirce, The 
Im perial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in the O ttom an E m pire  (O xford: O xford U niversity 
I’ress, 1993); P iterberg, A n O ttom an Tragedy, M adeline C. Zilfi, ed., Women in the O ttom an  
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the narrative of decline has not yet been replaced by a positive  narrative that 
goes beyond defending Ottoman history against the claims of decline.21 In 
short, Ottoman history of this period is lacking a grand narrative with an 
explanatory power that might connect well-defined short periods, themes, and 
topics in a coherent whole. Although some historians prefer to avoid grand 
narratives, others expect history to open a window onto the past that offers a 
larger view. This book presents an attempt to provide such a view by taking 
political history as its central focus. For that attem pt to succeed, it is crucial 
that we approach the period that starts in the late sixteenth century and ends 
in the early nineteenth century on its own terms. W hen studied as such, this 
era acquires a character all its own, which makes it quite legitimate to call its 
political structures the “Second Em pire.”

Taking my inspiration from  R ifa’at Ali A bou-El-H aj’s work on the 1703 
rebellion and the formation o f the modern Ottoman state,22 I argue that the 
Ottoman polity underwent a m ajor socioeconomic transformation in the late 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This transformation is so profound that 
one is justified in arguing that a Second Empire replaced the patrimonial 
empire, the perfect form of which is associated so closely with the reign of 
Suleyman the M agnificent (1520-66). The Second Empire came to be marked 
administratively by an early m odern state, as opposed to a medieval dynastic 
institution; culturally by an early modern sensibility; economically by a more 
m arket-oriented economy; legally by a more unified legal system that cam e to 
exert some authority over the dynasty; monetarily by a more unified currency 
system; politically by the development of a type of limited government that 
grew out o f the interaction between the legal developments of the time and 
such processes as “civilization” and “proto-dem ocratization;” and socially by 
a relatively less stratified society. I use the term  “proto-dem ocratization” to 
refer to the process through which a much larger segment of the imperial 
administration came to consist of men whose social origins were among the 
commoners, the very people who used to be known as “outsiders” to the 
previous ruling elite whose leadership was dom inated by the military slaves 
o f the emperor. Thus more and more men whose backgrounds were in finance 
or trade came to occupy significant positions in the government of the empire, 
replacing those military slaves and civilizing  the imperial polity.

Instead of providing a detailed history of the Second Empire, this book 
focuses on the major political developments o f the period in general and

21 Serious efforts in this direction have been undertaken by, am ong others, Jane Hathaway, 
“Problem s o f periodization in O ttom an history: The fifteenth through the eighteenth  cen ­
tu ries,” Turkish Studies A ssocia tion  B ulletin  20/2 (Fall 1996): 2 5 - 3 1; and L inda T. Darling, 
“A nother look at periodization in O ttom an history,” Turkish S tudies A ssociation B ulletin  26/2 
(2002): 19-28.

22 R. A. A bou-El-H aj, The 1703 R ebellion , and Formation o f  the M odern State: The O ttom an  
Empire, Sixteenth  to E ighteenth Centuries, 2nd etl. (Syracuse: Syracuse lln iversily  Press, 
2005 | l s t  ed„ 19911).



on the eventful period of 1617-22 in particular. Most of the sociopolitical 
transformations that produced the Second Empire can be analyzed in some 
detail within the historical framework of these five years; hence, that temporal 
locus.

The book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter explores the rela­
tionship between the development of a monetary economy in the sixteenth 
century and the rising political profile o f ju rists’ law. I argue that the sixteenth 
ccntury was m arked by the m onetization o f the Ottoman economy and the 
political em powerm ent of socioeconomic groups that benefited from  this pro­
cess, such as m erchants and financiers. These changes led to the expansion 
of the “political nation;” that is, the body of people who could influence or 
play a legitimate role in the government. Analyzing the political impact o f 
this sixteenth-century socioeconomic transformation, I show that such feudal 
institutions as the tim ar and the kanun, w hich in many instances could be trans­
lated as fief and feudal law, respectively, lost their significance in a monetized 
economy. Finally, I focus on the close relationship between socioeconomic 
changes and the rising political profile o f ju ris ts’ law, which was based on the 
Sharia and at times challenged the kanun  directly; I thereby suggest that the 
empowerment of the Sharia and its interpreters, the jurists, was not a symptom 
of decline or fanaticism, but rather an outcom e of the expansion of the political 
nation in a more m arket-oriented society.

How the jurists and their law came to exert control over Ottoman dynastic 
a fl airs forms the thematic focus of the second chapter, which centers on an 
analysis of the enthronement of M ustafa I in 1617. First, I provide a map 
of Ottoman politics that shows the political divide between the absolutist and 
constitutionalist positions. One’s place in relation to that divide was determined 
hy one’s answer to the question of who had the authority to articulate the 
fundamentals o f public law -  the sultan or someone else, whether the jurists 
or a former sultan who had laid down a constitution for eternity. Those who 
would benefit from  a powerful court pushed for extending the reach of royal 
authority deep into the domain o f public law. Not surprisingly, the absolutist 
project o f the court and its supporters had their discontents who wanted to 
limit royal authority within certain boundaries. The enthronem ent o f M ustafa I 
in 1617 offers an opportunity to analyze the constitutionalist opposition to the 
absolutists and elaborate on the role o f the jurists in the Second Empire. 
Mustafa 1 was the first Ottoman sultan to succeed his older brother on the 
Ihrone. I argue that it was the political empowerment of ju rists’ law and of 
its most authoritative practitioners, the lords of the law, or the mevali, that 
prepared the ground lor the intervention o f ju rists’ law into the affairs o f the 
( »Ionian dynasty. I also show that the grand mufti o f the time, E s’ad, played a 
crucial role in the constitutional act o f effectively changing the rule of Ottoman 
succession by enthroning Mustafa 1 in preference lo his nephew Osman II.

The ( »Ionian court's response lo the traiislonnalioii of the political struc­
tures around il forms the topic of ( 'liaptcr which oilers an analysis of the



deposition of Mustafa I and the enthronement o f Osman II in 1618. In this 
chapter I reconstruct the Ottoman political history o f ca. 1300-1580 to em pha­
size its transformation in the sixteenth century that was brought about by the 
gradual development o f a market society in Ottoman realms. I argue that the 
feudal political relations of the formative period were instrumental in both 
the territorial expansion o f the empire and the eventual replacement o f local 
vassals with the members of an imperial household of slaves. Focusing on 
viziers, I show that these senior slaves o f the em peror managed to transfer a 
great deal o f political power from the hands o f the sultan to their own, making 
use o f the opportunities offered by a developing market economy. In response, 
the em peror built a closer circle of power around him self at the court by 
empowering court officers whose positions had either not previously existed 
or never had political significance before, such as the chief eunuchs and the 
chief gardener. A new generation of viziers who were court creatures rather 
than autonomous power centers followed suit. It was these new holders of 
power who staged the enthronem ent of Osman II in 1618, with the chief black 
eunuch M ustafa Agha at their center.

In the fourth chapter I examine the short reign o f Osman II (1618-22), 
em phasizing his absolutist ambitions and interpreting the contemporary m ean­
ing of the project of creating a new army that has been ascribed to him. After 
a discussion o f the influences on Osman II’s upbringing, I study the grand 
vizierate of Ali Pasha and Osman II’s military campaign against the Polish- 
Lithuanian Commonwealth as manifestations of Osman II’s absolutist policies. 
To understand the contemporary connotations o f Osman II’s project to form  a 
new army, I dwell upon the political developments that led to the recruitm ent 
o f m ercenaries, or sekbans, by Ottoman provincial administrators and local 
political leaders starting from the late sixteenth century. I argue that rather than 
being prim arily related to military technology and long wars, as is claimed 
in Ottomanist scholarship, the sekbam  and the many “rebellions” they were 
associated with are symbols of the sixteenth-century Ottoman socioeconomic 
transformation and its political repercussions in the provincial administration 
of the empire. Furthermore, just as sekban  leaders crossed the line that sepa­
rated legitimate holders of political authority from illegitimate rebels several 
times, Osman II, too, could be seen as a “rebel sultan” because of his plans to 
recruit a new mercenary army.

The end of Osman II, the “rebel sultan,” is the topic of Chapter 5. I first 
provide an account of the deposition of Osman II in 1622 to establish that 
the sultan was not as uncompromisingly opposed to the soldiers as most of 
the contemporary chroniclers portrayed him to be; thus the soldiers chose to 
depose him rather than settle for a political bargain. After this emphasis on 
the political will o f the members of the central army corps who brought about 
the first regicide in Ottoman history, I focus on (he growing political role 
of the Ottoman central army, especially the cavalry Ibi ces, in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. I argue that the expansion of the army corps



was not only related to military developments. Looking at the members of the 
army corps as economic and political agents, I suggest that the growth of the 
Ottoman army was closely related to the development of a market economy 
in the Ottoman Em pire and the resulting political rivalries between the court 
and the viziers, as well as among the viziers themselves. I also argue that 
many of the new “soldiers” in the sixteenth century were prim arily investors 
who regarded m embership in the army corps as a socioeconomic privilege and 
political investment. Thus the Ottoman central army of the early seventeenth 
century was a transform ed institution that should not be regarded simply as an 
army.

In the sixth chapter I define the most im portant characteristics of the Second 
I impire -  the proto-dem ocratization of its polity and the limitation of royal 
authority -  that constitute it as a different political structure from those that 
preceded and followed it. The janissaries, who played a very important role in 
both features, are at the center o f this chapter. I treat the janissary corps pri­
marily as a sociopolitical corporation by discussing the diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds of its members, its autonomy, and its m em bers’ involvement in 
various economic activities all over the empire. Finally, I substantiate my 
nrgument about the lim itation of royal authority in the Second Empire by 
providing short analyses of selected janissary uprisings of the seventeenth 
century, showing how most were undertaken against absolutist policies.

The concluding chapter is devoted to a discussion of the early modern 
features o f the Second Empire, the Ottoman decline, and their relationship to 
each other. Although modernity came to be closely associated with capitalism 
and colonialism and thus came to be seen as a European phenom enon imposed 
on the rest of the world, I suggest that early modernity can be defined much 
more globally and has to do with the relative dem ocratization of political 
privileges as a result of the political empowerment of econom ically affluent 
commoners. If  one were to define early modernity using these parameters, 
I he Second Em pire would definitely be an early m odern polity. That does not 
mean, however, that it did not fall into decline. The Second Em pire’s future 
was determined by the interaction of its present with its past. The institutions
il inherited from the past were truly transform ed by the developments of early 
modernity. Yet at the end of this transformation, these institutions were no 
longer able to fulfill their original functions properly, which left the Ottomans 
vulnerable in the face of European imperialism.



C H A P T E R  I

One market, one money, one law
The making o f an imperial market society and a law 
that applies to all

A group o f close friends -  Zübde Bey, M irim  Çelebi, Sinanbeyzade M ustafa 
Çelebi, Karanfilzade, Baki Beşe, and Ahmed Bey -  who were all soldiers on 
the payroll o f the Ottoman sultan in late-sixteenth-century Edirne, enjoyed 
drinking together. One day, while they were having drinks at the tavern, they 
noticed a poorly dressed dervish drinking quite a bit o f wine all by himself. 
Ahmed Bey, the chief o f the drinking party, sent him a platter o f food to 
accompany the wine and also paid his bill. A lthough Ahmed Bey continued 
extending favors to the dervish for a few days, the latter never joined them, 
excusing him self by saying that he did not mingle with people. However, on 
the day before he was to leave the city, the dervish came to thank them. He 
said it was time to reward them and asked each one to make a wish. “The gate 
of God is open; you will attain your wishes,” he added. They all laughed but 
being good sports, each agreed to make a wish.

Ziibde Bey, probably a cavalry soldier, asked for the local command of his 
regiment. M irim  Çelebi, a cavalry soldier from the regiment o f the sword- 
bearers, asked for the same position in his own regiment. M ustafa Çelebi 
wanted to become the superintendent of guilds and markets in Edime. Karan­
filzade requested the trusteeship of a royal foundation. Baki Beşe, the jan is­
sary, asked for 40,000 gold ducats. Then the dervish turned to Ahm ed Bey 
and insisted that he ask for something more im portant than what the others 
had wished for. Ahmed Bey refrained and said, “You tell me whatever you 
consider me worthy of.” After a momentary trance, the dervish prophesied: 
“They have given you the administration of the affairs of the Ottoman state. 
M ay your name be identical with the one on the imperial seal!” 1

An exploration of the significance of this anecdote introduces this chapter, 
which proposes a connection between the socioeconomic transformation of 
the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century and the political developments of 
the period, including the growing influence of law in dynastic affairs. At the 
time Ahmed Bey was apparently a member of the imperial cavalry regiments; 
he was the son of Hacı M ehmed, an Albanian baker who was Ih e  head of

1 Katib Çelebi, I'czlrkc, 2 vols. (Istanbul, I 2K(> / a i d , vo l. I, t.’7.



the bakers’ guild in Edirne, hence A hm ed’s nickname Etmekcizade, the son 
o f the baker. Subsequently Etmekcizade Ahmed Bey made enough capital for 
him self in the market o f Edirne to become involved in the collection of the taxes 
imposed on Romanies. Later he became the finance director of the Danubian 
provinces. In 1599, he was the acting finance minister in the military campaign 
directed against the Habsburgs under the com m and o f Saturci M ehm ed Pasha. 
Despite his close association with Saturci, for which he was imprisoned for a 
short while after Saturci was executed in 1599, Etm ekcizade was able to keep 
his position under the new commander-general of the campaign, the grand 
vizier Damad İbrahim Pasha. Etm ekcizade succeeded in becom ing one of the 
rare finance ministers who enjoyed a long tenure and was made a vizier during 
the reign of Ahm ed I. He even held the deputy grand vizierate in 1616 while 
I he grand vizier Öküz M ehmed Pasha was engaged in a m ilitary campaign 
against the Safavids and thus held the imperial seal which carried the name of 
(he sultan who happened to be his namesake. The dervish proved to be right 
in his prophecy.

The dervish also kept his promise to Baki Beşe, the janissary, whose father 
was a merchant from  Aleppo. Baki him self was born in Edirne and somehow 
managed to get into the janissary corps. After he was prom oted to the cavalry 
regiments, he followed in his older friend’s footsteps. In 1007/1598—9, he was 
I he collector o f taxes imposed on Romanies. In 1604, he becam e the finance 
director of the Danubian provinces. Next year, he was the acting finance 
minister in the military campaign of the grand vizier M ehm ed Pasha that 
resulted in the reconquest of Esztergom  (in northern Hungary). In 1607, Baki 
accompanied the grand vizier M urad Pasha as the acting finance m inister in 
I lie military cam paign directed against Canpoladzade Ali, the “rebel” ruler 
o f northern Syria. Baki Pasha was later to state that on his return from this 
campaign he finally succeeded in saving 40,000 gold ducats, the amount he 
had asked for from  the dervish. Despite some occasional downturns in his later 
career, Baki Beşe of the tavern in Edirne became a pasha and died in 1625, 
while holding the finance ministry with the title o f vizier.2

There are several significant points to note about the careers of Ahmed 
I’asha and Baki Pasha as well as the dervish story. First, both men came to 
carry the title pasha and even becam e viziers while they were finance ministers, 
which did not often occur in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The 
slaUis of finance ministers had been rising since the late-sixteenth century, 
¡mil Ahmed Pasha was not the first one to carry the title o f vizier. In the 
laler seventeenth century there were even grand viziers, such as Salih Pasha

I ;<>r contem porary sources on the lives o f A hm ed and Haki pashas, see Baki Tezcan, “Searching 
It>■ ( (sınan: A reassessm ent o f the deposition o f the O ttom an sultan O sm an II (1618-1622),” 
I’l i l ) diss. (I’rineeton University, 2(X)I), f(l'), n. 2 .V, lor easier access to the notes o f 
lliis dissertation that are cited lliroiif.liiinl llie hook, see littp:/AI<>cs.}ioogle.com/fileview?id 
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(d. 1647), Hezarpare Ahmed Pasha (d. 1648), and Sofu M ehm ed Pasha (d. 
1649), whose backgrounds were in the finance ministry.3 Clearly, the role of 
money and its prestige in politics were rising.

M ore important, the backgrounds of Ahmed and Baki pashas differed 
greatly from  the traditional backgrounds of finance ministers, which were 
either in the educational-judicial or scribal spheres. They and their drinking 
companions were soldiers, albeit o f a different kind. Although we do not know 
anything about the social backgrounds of their companions, the -zade  end­
ing in their names, meaning “son o f” as in Sinanbeyzade, suggest that they 
were not devşirme recruits; that is, they had not been conscripted by the levy 
imposed upon Christian children whose paternal ancestors were usually not 
m entioned in their names. For instance, Sinanbeyzade was clearly the son, 
or perhaps grandson, of a certain Sinan Bey, who m ust have been a mem ber 
of the political elite as suggested by his title bey. If Ahmed, Baki, and their 
companions were not devşirme recruits, one wonders why and how they had 
joined the military. W hat they aspired to become in life did not have much to 
do with a military career. Neither the supervision of guilds and markets in a 
town, nor the trusteeship of a royal foundation, would be expected to be the 
dream of a regular soldier.

Therefore, it is quite probable that Ahmed Pasha, Baki Pasha, and their 
drinking companions in Edirne, or their fathers, had entered the Ottoman 
central army, which at this point was about to becom e as much of a financial 
institution as it was a military one, by means o f money. Since at least the 
mid-sixteenth century, small investors o f capital had seen the Ottoman army 
as an institution that provided financial security and social status. In fact, some 
tax-farmers even demanded entry into the military-administrative personnel as 
a reward for their services. For instance, the tax-farm er who bid successfully 
for the privilege of collecting the dues of the port o f Izmir -  a certain Hacı 
M ehmed, perhaps the father o f Ahmed Pasha -  was enlisted in the central 
cavalry troops upon the completion of his contract on July 30, 1569.4 It would 
be hard to believe that this investor wanted to enlist in the cavalry troops 
in order to fight as an Ottoman soldier. M ore likely he saw entrance into the 
O ttoman army in a way quite similar to a well-to-do Frenchman buying his way 
into the noblesse de robe. Hacı M ehmed and Ahmed, Baki, and their drinking 
companions were among the very makers o f the Second Empire, which came 
into being through the destruction of the barriers that held commoners like

3 K laus R öhrborn, “D ie Em anzipation der Finanzbiirokratie im osm anischen Reich (Ende 16. 
Jahrhundert),” Zeitschrift der deutschen morgenUindischen G esellschaft 122 (1972): 1 18-39; 
Tezcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 3 10, n. 4; Şeyhi M ehm ed, Vcıkûyi’ W l-fudalû , 2 vols., I'acs. ed. 
w ith indices in Şakaik-ı N u ’m aniye ve Zeyilleri, ed. A bdiilkadir Ozcan, 5 vols. (İstanbul: Çağrı 
Yayınları, 1989), vols. 111-1V, vol. Ill, İ55 6, 599; A bdiilkadir Ozcan, “ H ezarpare Ahmed 
Paşa,” İA2, vol. XVII, 301 2.

4 For (his and oilier exam ples, see İİOA, Kl< 1767, IT. 17b, 2Kb, 33a, 39b, and 40a; see also
I )arliıi),„ Rcvi'ime Nııisiııı;, I l() MI



(hem outside the political nation, once the almost exclusive domain of the 
imperial slaves o f m ostly devşirme origin.

Thus the dervish story highlights a new channel o f social mobility that was 
opening up for men who lived in the Ottoman domains: financial entrepreneur­
ship. Men whose power came from economic and financial activities rather 
Ilian military ones began to enter the privileged classes of Ottoman society 
in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Around the same time 
money, which had always constituted the sinews of government, acquired an 
unprecedented significance for the Ottoman administrative-military apparatus, 
which seemed to need it more than ever. M ost scholars usually explain this 
growing need by citing developments in military technology that rendered 
llie feudal cavalry obsolete and necessitated the expansion o f infantry forces,
I hereby creating a cash burden for salary payments. Yet the im pact of tech­
nology seems to have followed the socioeconomic forces, rather than leading 
I hem, as is discussed further in Chapter 5. It was the tax-farmers who were 
transforming the O ttom an patrimonial polity into something else, the Second 
Empire.

The tax-farmers themselves were the products of an ongoing process of 
transformation in which a largely feudal economy, based on local economic 
unils only loosely connected to each other from which m ost taxes were 
extracted in kind by fief holders, evolved into a primarily monetary economy 
iv.lying on a wide network of markets spread over that part o f the Old World 
where the three continents of Asia, Europe, and Africa met. The political uni­
fication of this large geographical space, finally restored by the mid-sixteenth 
century after an interval o f a thousand years, was probably the main cata­
lyst of this process o f transformation. The unprecedented com m ercial links 
established between the Ottoman Empire and other parts of the world, such 
as northwestern Europe and the New World, accelerated this transformation. 
Just as important was the growth of Ottoman cities that created an increas­
ing demand for m arket-oriented agricultural production.5 The unification of 
diverse regional markets into one imperial market was symbolized by the 
eventual unification of Ottoman currency zones into an imperial monetary 
/,011c in the eighteenth century. The Second Empire came to being with these 
socioeconomic transformations.

The monumental work of Halil İnalcık on Ottoman socioeconomic history 
mul the numerous articles and books published by Suraiya Faroqhi leave no 
doubt about the dynamism of Ottoman economy and society in the sixteenth 
ceiiluiy/’ O f particular importance was the gradual unification of Ottoman

** I'm popu lal ion esli m ales o f  O llom an ci I it's at dilfcrenl points in I he sixteenth century, see O m er
I 11Iİ1 Harkan, “ lissai sur les données slalislk jues des ivj’islres de recensem ent dans l’E m pire 
( Woman ;uix XVe el X Vie siècles," Journal o f  tiw Econom ic a n d  Socia l H istory o f  the O rient 
I ( M>S /): .Ut, al 21, «>.

*' I lalı! InaK ık 's m ajor conlrihutions are sim ply loo many lo coııııl A sum m ary ol his lilelim e 
vvmk may he found in Ins “The O llom an slale lironom y and soc idy , I W)() !(>()(),” in An



currency zones as the different gold-silver ratios that marked each zone came 
closer to each other, despite the counter-efforts o f the imperial center, which 
benefited from these differences that produced arbitrage profits for the imperial 
treasury -  for example, a gold coin in Istanbul was worth more in silver 
currency than in Cairo.7 During the mid-seventeenth century large European 
silver currencies, mostly called guruş (from Groschen) with an accompanying 
adjective, such as tarn or kamil for the Spanish piastre, came to be used as a 
common currency in the Ottoman Empire, leading to the creation in the late 
seventeenth century of an Ottoman kuruş that was meant to be used all over 
the em pire.8 The kuruş survives to this day in some former Ottoman lands 
such as Egypt and Turkey.

Thus it was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that the foundations 
of the early modern monetary system of the region we call today the M iddle 
East were laid, as regional currencies were unified into an imperial zone 
mainly by indigenous dynamics and despite  administrative interventions to 
the contrary. The patrimonial empire of Süleyman the M agnificent had not 
even made an attempt to impose a common monetary unit over Ottoman 
domains. It was during the age of the Second Empire, a period commonly 
associated with political weakness, that something like a monetary union was 
brought to realization in Ottoman lands. The Second Empire m ight have had 
a weaker dynastic institution, but it ended up creating a stronger state, with 
its legitimacy based on a relative consensus within the ruling class whose 
members were spread all around the empire but engaged in business using the 
same currency. Not surprisingly, the development of this imperial common 
market with a single currency and a certain degree of autonomy from political 
authorities went hand in hand with the empowerment of a legal system with 
universal claims, the source o f reference for which was outside the domain of 
political authorities.

The first part of this chapter connects the socioeconomic transform ation 
o f the sixteenth century with the gradual demise of Ottoman timar, or fief, 
and kanun, or feudal law, and the political empowerment of ju rists’ law. In 
the second part, I sharpen my focus on the ways in which the socioeconomic 
transformation of the sixteenth century brought about the rise of the political 
profile of ju rists’ law and its practitioners, ultimately creating an unprecedented 
degree of legal supervision in dynastic affairs. Taken together, these parts lay 
out the framework within which the political struggles of the seventeenth 
century were fought and the rest o f this study should be read. The Second

Econom ic and  Social H istory o f  the Ottoman E m pire , ÇM-09. A partial bibliography o f Suraiya 
Faroqhi’s work may be found in her “Crisis and change, 1590-1699,” in A n Econom ic and  
Social H istory o f  the O ttom an Em pire , 627, and İnalcık, “T he O ttom an state ,” 388.

7 Baki Tc/.can, “The O ttom an m onetary crisis o f 1585 revisited,” Journal o f  the Econom ic and  
Social H istory o f  the O rient 52 (2009): 460 504. 

s fjevkct Panmk, A M onetary H istory o f  the O ttom an l.tnpire (Cam bridge: C am bridge University 
Press, 2000), 149 ( ,I.



Empire was the child of a socioeconomic transformation, and its political 
battles were conceptually fought around legal issues. “One market, one money, 
one law,” that is w hat the Second Empire was about -  almost three centuries 
before the European Union.

The dissolution of feudal structures and the rise of jurists’ law

At the same time as the market forces produced by Ottoman society were 
aligning the different economic zones o f the Ottoman Empire, they were also 
dissolving the feudal structures within which the Ottoman polity had been 
operating since its foundation and bringing about wide-ranging social and 
political transformations in the empire. The consequences of these transfor­
mations had been identified as symptoms o f Ottoman decline until recently. 
Although contem porary scholarship no longer identifies some of these as signs 
of decline, their interconnectedness and their strong relationship to the social 
changes of the sixteenth century need further exploration. In this section I 
focus on three such areas and dem onstrate that they are signs of change, not 
of decline, and that they are all connected, producing a consistent image of 
socioeconomic change and its repercussions in political fields, such as law, 
which is central to a proper understanding of the Second Empire.

The first sign of change was the conversion of lands that were held as timars 
by provincial cavalry soldiers to lands from  which tax resources were either 
farmed out or given as fiefs to clients. A nother transformation, closely related 
to the first, was the move from detailed cadastral surveys o f the land, which 
determined the exploitation of agricultural resources tied to the land, toward 
tietailed records of tax-farms that were concerned with m onetary resources. 
Third, there was an obvious rise in the political profile of ju rists’ law, or 
positive law based on ju rists’ interpretation o f the Sharia, which represents for 
Muslims the ideal way God m eant people to live. This increasing prominence 
of ju rists’ law was in sharp contrast w ith the decreasing role o f the kanun, 
feudal law that was recorded in the compilations of customs collected and 
sanctioned by royal authority, on the one hand, and administrative regulations 
that were mostly based on precedence, on the other.9

The breakdown of pre- and early Ottoman social structures during the 
si xleenth century may best be observed through the institution of the timar, the 
( Xioman fief. During the conquests in A natolia and the Balkans, the Ottomans 
not only integrated many local nobles into their own ranks but also inherited 
a number o f local practices in the territories they conquered. One of the 
sociopolitical institutions they inherited was the Byzantine pronoia, literally

'* I''or an exam ple o f the form er category in linglisli translation, sec John C hristos Alexander, 
Toward a l l is to iy  o f  I ’ost -Hy::antine < The O ttom an  kanunnamc.v fo r  the G reek Lands
(Alliens, 19X5); lor I lie latter, see D ouglas A. Howard. “( )l Ionian adm inistration  and the tîm âr 
system: siiret i kâııiimıâıııc i ‘O sm ani berây i tınını daden," Journal o f Turkish Studies  20 
( I i(ı I.>5.



“care, providence,” a landed estate given to notables for them to administer 
and exploit its tax revenues, in return for which they had to appear for military 
cam paigns.10 A similar institution called iqta existed in the M uslim  M iddle 
East, and it was also used in Anatolia by the pre-Ottoman dynasty o f the 
Seljuks. Yet the Ottomans, instead of calling this institution by the Arabic 
term iq ta , adapted the Persian word tımar, literally “care,” that seems to 
translate the Byzantine pronoia. W hatever the origins o f the Ottoman timar, it 
was basically a grant o f rights to collect certain taxes -  some in kind, some in 
cash -  on specified land in exchange for military service, and as such, it was a 
medieval institution that preceded the Ottomans in Anatolia and the Balkans.

There is a heated debate on the nature of the timar. W hereas some scholars 
argue that the existence o f this institution implies an Ottoman feudalism ," 
others emphasize the differences between the Ottoman timar and European 
feudalism .12 The latter argument -  that the strong centralized control of the 
tim ar grants in the sixteenth century made the Ottoman tim ar quite different 
from the European experience o f feudalism -  is important to consider. Yet 
at the same time, the early Ottoman tim ar m ight have been quite different 
from its sixteenth-century version. A fifteenth-century collection of letters 
and templates included the template text of an oath to be sworn by military- 
administrators not to take away any timars from their holders,13 implying that 
the tim ar m ight have been conceived as an unalienable assignment. The feudal 
aspects of early Ottoman history require a m ultilayered debate, the political 
part o f which I touch upon in Chapter 3. For the purposes of the present study, 
suffice it to say that feudalism  in its sense of a m ode of production existed in 
the Ottoman Empire in the late M iddle A ges.14

However, one should reconsider the established wisdom in Ottoman eco­
nomic history, which asserts that the dominant mode of production continued 
to be feudal in the Ottoman Empire until the nineteenth century. The dom i­
nance of a mode o f production need not necessarily mean a statistical one, but 
rather can be understood in terms of its effects. Thus if m arket-oriented pro­
duction had an impact beyond its statistical prevalence, it may well be regarded 
as dominant. The unification of Ottoman monetary zones strongly suggests 
that a market economy did indeed have a large im pact on the Ottoman Empire.

10 D ouglas A. H ow ard, “T he O ttom an tim ar system  and its transform ation ,” PhD  diss. (Indiana 
University, 1987), 14-15.

11 Vera P. M utafcieva, “Sur le caractère du tim ar  o ttom an,” A cta  O rientalia A cadem iae Scien- 
tiarum  H ungaricae 9 (1959): 5 -6 1 ; B istra A. Cvetkova, “L ’évolution du régim e féodal turc 
de la fin du X V Ie ju sq u ’au m ilieu du X V IIIe siècle,” E tudes historiques 1 (Sofia, 1960): 
171-206.

12 0 .  L. B arkan, “Feodal düzen ve Osm anlı tim arı,” H acettepe Üniversitesi Türkiye İktisat Tarihi 
Sem ineri (June 1973): 1-32.

13 N ecati Lugal and A dnan E rzi, eds., Fâtih D evrine â it M ünşea t M ecm uası (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Enstitüsü Yayınları, 1956), 101-2, no. 62, dated 1473.

14 For a definition o f feudal isin in this particular sense, see I lal il licrklay, "The feudalism  dehale 
the Turkish end: Is ‘tax-vs.-ren t’ necessarily the product and sij’n o f a modal d ifference?” 
Journal o f  Peasant Stiulics I'l ( l ‘)X6 XV): .’<)! f U , al il I



As is noted later, another important development of the sixteenth century was 
the gradual replacem ent o f the original tim ar holders, who constituted a group 
reminiscent of a rent-collecting aristocracy, with a different stratum of eco­
nomic agents. These two developments, the monetary transform ation on the 
grand imperial scale and the political one among the fief holders, challenge the 
argument that feudalism  was the dom inant mode of production in the Ottoman 
limpire.

There is some evidence to suggest that a transition from  a local economy, 
based largely on the exchange of goods and services in kind, to a monetary one 
was already well underway in the fifteenth century. As Halil İnalcık shows, 
taxes due in the form  of services to one’s overlord were being transformed 
into taxes in cash during the fifteenth century.15 Although the feudal-royal 
law code of M ehm ed IT (1451-81) im plied that the peasants could pay what 
they owed their lords in services either in cash or kind, during the reign of 
Bayezid II (1481-1512) this payment-in-lieu-of-services had a fixed name 
attached to it (resm-i çift), and there was no longer any option to pay in kind.16

There is evidence to indicate that a similar change occurred in taxes in 
kind from agricultural produce, at least in certain parts o f the empire, starting 
from the late fifteenth century. For instance, Halil İnalcık shows that payments 
in kind were being converted to paym ents in cash in certain areas of the 
Balkans toward the end of the reign o f M ehm ed II (1451-81).17 His work on 
socioeconomic history and tax law clearly suggests that the replacem ent of 
earlier taxation practices with “Ottoman law” (kanun-i Osmani) symbolized 
the transformation from  a largely feudal economy to a developing monetary 
economy in which taxes were collected in cash. This interpretation is supported 
by some East European historians as w ell.18

This transform ation was gradual. The requirements of a developing m one­
tary economy necessitated the collection o f taxes in cash, yet the regulations 
did not always sanction this transform ation wholeheartedly. Not all taxes were 
con verted into cash payments at once, and the same rules did not apply uni­
formly across the empire. For instance, a provincial financial code from 1583 
slated that the local authorities should not ask for cash paym ents in lieu of 
taxes to be paid in kind, such as the tithe. Such a negative order and its rep­
etition later in the early seventeenth century suggest, however, that the local 
authorities did ask for cash paym ents.19

| K| I lalil İnalcık, “The O ttom an siale ,” 150.
Sec, l'or instance, the law code o f  Ihe district T irhala (in m odem  G reece) dated 912 /1506-7  
in Ahm ed Akglindii/., éd., Osmanli K anunnâm eleri ve H ukukî Tahlilleri, 9 vols. (Istanbul: 
O smanlI A raştırm aları Vaklï, 1990 6), vol. Il, 511.

1 ' I lalil İnalcık, “A dâlelnâm eler,” H elyeler  2/.Î 4 (1965): -19 I45, al 64.
1,1 Jo /e f  lilaskovics, “ XVII. asırda beylerbeyi hassaları ve tebaanın bayatı,” VI. Türk Tarih 
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Other developments also implied an increasing monetization of the Ottoman 
economy. As mentioned earlier, the unification of different monetary zones 
was strongly suggestive of a developing monetary economy. Another im por­
tant development was demographic growth, especially in cities, which created 
new markets. As suggested by İnalcık, “ [d |uring the period 1520-80, there 
was a considerable increase in the num ber of local markets and their devel­
opm ent into important centers in some regions in Anatolia. This development 
must have been in direct relationship to the general demographic and eco­
nomic development observable in the imperial survey books.” In a flourishing 
environment for regional, interregional, and international trade, goods and 
services were being produced for the markets in an imperial network rather 
than for local consumption. This increase in trade, partially brought about by 
demographic growth, resulted in a growing econom y that increasingly used 
money in transactions, rather than being based on the exchange of goods and 
services. Last but not least, monetization was not a phenom enon limited to the 
imperial center but was visible in other centers as Cairo as well.20

The Ottoman fief could not remain immune from this fundamental trans­
formation of the Ottoman socioeconomic structure. As goods came to have a 
market value, so did the timar. There had been complaints about the assignm ent 
o f fiefs to men who did not provide military service to the sultan since at least 
the early sixteenth century when the Şahkulu rebellion shook all of A natolia 
in 1511 and cost the Ottomans the life of their grand vizier. The fief-holding 
provincial cavalry soldiers engaged in this rebellion claimed that their timars 
were sold to wealthy merchants, scholars, and servants of pashas.21 These 
complaints were to be repeated throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth cen­
turies during which one Ottoman writer after another stated that fiefs were 
granted not to provincial cavalry soldiers, but to the private men of provincial 
governors.22 According to Douglas Howard, only 10 percent o f the timars on 
Ottoman lands were assigned to provincial cavalry soldiers in 1600.23

The institution of the timar, which was a feudal legacy that the Ottomans 
took over in the territories they conquered, was m eant to support the provincial

20 İnalcık, “The O ttom an state ,” 2 5 -3 2 , 71 -2 , 179-379. F igures 2 and 3 represent tw o m arket 
scenes from  the im perial capital. For econom ic developm ents in Cairo, see N elly H anna, 
M aking B ig  M oney in ¡600: The Life and Times o f  I sm a ’il A bu  Taqiyya, Egyptian M erchant 
(Syracuse: Syracuse U niversity Press, 1998).

21 Şahabettin Tekindağ, “Şah Kulu B aba Tekeli isyanı,” B elgelerle Türk Tarihi D ergisi, 1/3 
(D ecem ber 1967): 3 4 -3 9 , 1/4 (January 1968): 5 4 -9 , a t 35, 38, docum ent #  5.

22 A nonym ous, “Kitâb-ı m üstetâb ,” in O smanlı D evlet Teşkilâtına D air K aynaklar: Kitâb-ı 
M üstetâb  -  K itabu M esâ lih i’l M üslim în ve M en â fi’i ’l-M ü ’m inîn  -  H ırzü 'l-M ülûk, ed. Yaşar 
Yücel (A nkara: T ürk  Tarih Kurum u Yayınları, 1988), 15; M u stafaÂ li, M ustafâ ‘Â l î ’s C ounsel 
fo r  Sultans o f  1581, ed. and tr. A ndreas Tietze, 2 vols. (V ienna: Verlag der österreichischen 
A kadem ie der W issenschaften, 1979-82), vol. I, 84.

23 R ifa’at A . A bou-El-H aj, “The O ttom an nasihatnam e  as a discourse over ‘m o r a l i t y , i n  
M elanges Professeur Robert Man!ran, ed. A bdeljelil Temimi (Zaghouan: Publications du 
C e n tred ’Etudes et de R echerchesO ttom ancs, M orisqucs, <lc D ocum entation cl d ’In format ion, 
1988), 21, n. 12.



cavalry army of the empire. Yet throughout the sixteenth century, in parallel to 
the development o f a monetized economy, the timar turned into an opportunity 
for investment for those who could afford to buy it. This transformation of 
the very pillar o f Ottoman feudal structures into a free-m arket investment 
complemented the gradual unification o f distinct Ottoman monetary zones 
into an imperial unit as a result o f the increasing connections among markets. 
Together these changes symbolized the slow but steady demise of a feudal 
society. Thus the “crisis” of the Ottoman tim ar is neither a cause nor a symptom 
of decline,24 but rather a symbol of a profound socioeconomic transformation 
that produced the Second Empire.

I am well aware that some scholars prefer to associate the timar question with 
military developments that left the provincial cavalry obsolete.25 Although I 
agree that the increasing significance of the infantry may indeed have played 
a significant role in the destabilization o f the timar, the military developments 
themselves have to be evaluated within the socioeconomic context o f the late 
sixteenth century. W ithout a relatively developed market economy, one could 
not imagine the growth in the num ber of infantry soldiers who received their 
salaries in cash. Rather than proposing military developments as the engine 
of change, I suggest that the socioeconomic changes facilitated the spread of 
the use of infantry soldiers throughout the empire, as is further discussed in 
( 'liapter 4.

Once this socioeconomic transform ation is appreciated, one can bet­
ter understand the disappearance of cadastral surveys of land, which were 
designed to determ ine the value o f proceeds to be allocated to timars, larger 
(ids, and the royal demesne. As more and more timars cam e to be leased to 
the highest bidders or earmarked as tax-farms, the cadastral surveys became 
obsolete. The question that the cadastral surveys were designed to answer was 
how many men bearing swords could be supported by a certain tract of land. 
As market forces came to challenge feudal structures, however, the fundam en­
tal question became how much money could be raised from  the same land, 
with the m arketplace determining that answer. Thus a different set of finan­
cial records that focused on tax-farm ing rather than fiefs gained significance 
in the age o f the Second Empire, as suggested by the detailed work of Linda
I )arling on the Ottoman finance adm inistration during the seventeenth century. 
Similarly, Metin Kunt’s findings on Ottoman provincial administration point 
toward a “shift from a ‘feudal’ arrangem ent to a monetary one.”26

As the cadastral surveys gradually disappeared, so did the kanunnames, 
the officially sanctioned com pilations of feudal administrative, financial, and

II I. M etin Kuril sees this process ¡is "m oclem iw ilion;” see The S u lta n 's  Servants: The Trans­
form ation o f  O ttom an Provincial ( iovernm cnt, 1550 H>50 (New York: C olum bia University
IYess, l9X .i),‘>X.
11.1111 in;ileik, "M ilitary ;nul lisenl lianslo rm alion  in llic O llom an Umpire, 1600 1700,” 
Arclii\’unt ( )ttouiauicuin  (> (19X0): ?.X i \X I .

1(1 I >ai lin|'„ Revenue Raisiny, l(> IX, XI I (>0; k iu il, I lie Sultan  '.v S cr \a n ts , ()X.



F ig . 2 . T h e  b ed e s te n , o r th e  cen tra l bu ild in g  o f  th e  G ra n d  B a z a a r in  Istan b u l; f ro m  a  
sev en teen th  cen tu ry  O tto m an  co llec tio n  o f  im ag es in c lu d in g  sc en es o f  da ily  life  an d  p o rtra its  
p ro d u ced  fo r  a  V enetian  p a tro n  an d  k n o w n  as th e  T aesch n e r A lb u m  -  n am ed  a f te r  F ra n z  
T aesch n e r w h o  cam e  to  ow n  an d  p u b lish  a  rep ro d u c tio n  o f  it  b e fo re  it  w as lo s t d u rin g  the  
W orld  W ar II; A lt-S ta m b u le r  H o f-  u n d  Volksleben: e in  tiirk isch es M in ia tu ren a lb u m  a u s  d em  
17. Ja h rh u n d e rt  (H annover: O rien t-B u ch h an d lu n g  H . L a fa ire , 1925).

sometimes penal customs that differed from  region to region. These two devel­
opments were closely related to each other as the usual place of a kanunname 
was at the beginning of a cadastral survey. The surveyors would not only 
survey the land but also note the various customs adhered to in the area that 
pertained to the relations between the peasant producers and fief holders or to 
various taxes collected in towns and cities. Once the cadastral surveys became 
obsolete, the kanunnames were not renewed. A search for seventeenth-century 
kanunnamem brings much fewer results in contrast with the rich documentation 
o f the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.27 And the few new kanunnam es 
that were com piled for seventeenth-century conquests, such as Crete, con­
tained clauses that would more appropriately be categorized under ju rists’ law 
rather than feudal custom s.28 To understand the relationship between the two 
legal traditions and the rise of the political profile o f jurists’ law during the

27 H eath W. Lowry, “The O ttom an liva kanunnamen  contained in the defter-i hakani,"  O smanli 
Araştırm aları /  Journal o f  O ttom an Studies 2 ( 19 8 1): 43 74, at 56 74.

28 Molly G reene, "Ail Islam ic experim ent? O ttom an land policy oil C rete,” M editerranean  
llisto riea l Review  I I (1996): 60 78,



l ly. 3. T h e  A vra t P azari, o r  w o m e n ’s m ark e t, in th e  H asek i n e ig h b o rh o o d  o f  Istanbu l; 
lim n  an a lbum  know n as M em o rie  tu rch esch e  th a t shares th e  sa m e  ch arac te ris tic s  w ith  
the T aesch n e r A lbum , M useo  C iv ico  C orrcr, M S C ico g n a  1971; p h o to  cred it: B ild arch iv  
I 'rc u ss isch e r K ultu rbesit/. /  Art R e so u rce , NY.

Second Umpire while feudal law, or the kiinnn , became gradually irrelevant, a 
discussion of their respective backgrounds is in order.

I use the term “ jurists’ law” to refer to Jit/li. The distinction between fiqh 
inul the Sharia is important to maintain. As Bernard Weiss suggests, the Sharia 
leprcscnls the divine intention about how human heinj’.s are supposed to live



their lives. M any M uslims believe that this intention is to be found in the Q ur’ an 
and the Sunna, or the example o f M uhammad. Yet it needs to be extracted 
from  these sources: Sharia is certain but not obvious. Fiqh, or that which is 
found in the process o f this extraction, is the body o f rules and principles 
that M uslim jurists derive from both the foundational texts of Islam and the 
legal opinions of their predecessors. It is very real, and yet it operates in a 
zone o f probability because jurists may well make mistakes in determining 
the divine intention. Thus in the continuous quest for representing the Sharia 
as precisely as possible, fiqh  is by its very nature subject to change.29 In a 
sense the distinction between the Sharia and fiqh  is parallel to the distinction 
between natural law and positive law. W hereas natural law is supposed to 
reflect universally accepted moral principles, positive law is man-made. To 
em phasize the man-made nature of the fiqh, I consistently refer to it as ju rists’ 
law.

In its early stages of development, one of the prim ary concerns of ju rists’ 
law was to protect society from  the interventions o f the political authority. 
According to Baber Johansen, one of the ways in which this goal was accom ­
plished was to divide legal claims into two categories: “claims of m en,” or 
huquq a l-cibad , and “claims of God,” or huquq Allah. The Ottomans followed 
the Hanafi School of ju rists’ law in which, according to Johansen, political 
authority was meant to be operative mainly on issues that concern the “claims 
o f God,” which cover acts of worship, the punishm ent of certain crimes, and 
taxes. Even in these areas, however, governmental authority was relatively 
restricted.30 Because “God cannot suffer loss or dam age,. . .  He will not suffer 
when His claims are not fulfilled;” hence, the difficulty in fulfilling His legal 
claims, which was the responsibility of the political authorities whose hands 
were tightly tied with procedural requirements. This was one o f the ways 
in which men and women were protected from the vicissitudes of political 
authority. Moreover, incentives were provided “for the private legal persons to 
settle their claims privately rather than bring them  to court and request justice 
according to the public law.”31 This was another way to keep people’s lives 
secure from encroachments by the political authority.

Yet gradually, the political authority came to be allowed some discretionary 
space to inflict punishments not necessarily sanctioned in more conventional 
renderings of ju rists’ law. This additional discretion, which was called siyasa  
shariyya, was meant to be limited mostly to criminal law and was aimed

29 For a  general introduction to these concepts, see Bernard G. W eiss, The Sp irit o f  Islam ic Im w  
(A thens: U niversity o f  G eorgia Press, 1988).

30 B aber Johansen, “Sacred and religious elem ents in H analitc law -  function and lim its o f the 
absolute character o f  governm ent authority,” in Islam  el po litique an M aghreb, eds. Ernest 
G ellncrand  Jean-C laude Valin (Paris: Editions du centre national tie la recherche seientilii|ue, 
19X1), 300.

31 Ibid., 299.



at “maintaining public order and ensuring the welfare of society.”32 Jurists’ 
law proper thus cam e to consist almost exclusively of the “claims of m en,” 
covering areas associated with private law most extensively and leaving areas 
related to administrative law to the discretion o f the political authority.

By the nature of its development, then, ju rists’ law could very easily accom­
modate feudal law, which was constituted by local custom and had much more 
to do with administrative issues than private law. And in practice, ju rists’ law 
did accommodate feudal law for a considerable time. Feudal law perfectly fit 
into the space provided by the notion of the siyasa shariyya, w hich happened
10 be adopted by the Hanafi School o f ju ris ts’ law in the fifteenth century,33 
right around the time when compiling kanunnam es was becoming prevalent.
I )uring the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, several compendia of 
feudal customary law were in circulation throughout the empire. Some per­
tained to criminal law and included occasional clauses that disagreed with 
jurists’ law;34 these problematic clauses were brought into agreement with 
jurists’ law during the sixteenth century.35 In turn, jurists asserted that feudal 
law was operative in a number o f areas.36 The politically  dom inant legal tra­
dition of the early Ottoman kingdom and the patrimonial em pire was feudal 
law.

Nevertheless, this coexistence of feudal law with ju rists’ law did not last 
forever. From the second half o f the sixteenth century onward, the use of and 
references to feudal law, or kanun, gradually decreased, eventually culminating 
in its stark denunciation. An imperial decree dated June 1696 stated that “all 
public and private affairs are com pletely and exclusively regulated” by the 
Sharia;

11 |n so m e d ec rees  w h ich  hav e  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  k â n u n  [the te rm l n o b le  s h a r fa  is  fo llo w ed  
by and co n n ec ted  w ith  [the  term ] kâ n ü n  [su ch  as in  the  fo rm u la  ‘in  a cco rd an ce  w ith  th e  
s lia r i‘a  an d  th e  k â n u n '] .  N o t on ly  is [the  s h a r fa  th u sj q u o ted  in  a  p lace  u n b efittin g  it. It is 
ulso h ig h ly  p erilo u s an d  m o st s in fu l to  ju x ta p o se  th e  [term s] s h a r fa  an d  kà n ü n . T h e re fo re  
in lin n an s  and  d ec rees  all m atte rs  sha ll h e n c e fo r th  b e  based  on th e  firm  su p p o rt o f  th e  n ob le  
sliarJ:a  o n ly . . .  and  w arn in g s  are  g iv en  ag a in s t th e  co u p lin g  o f  th e  [term s] n o b le  sh a r i'a  
iiiul k â n u n ? 1

( )mcr Lutfi Barkan called attention to this denunciation, describing it as a 
rcllection o f religious fanaticism; Richard Repp followed Barkan and ascribed

’ ’ Uriel lleytl, Studies in O ld  O ttom an Crim inal Law , cd. V. L. M énage (O xford: O xford 
lln ivcrsily  Press, 1973), 199.

"  llal>er Johansen, “The claim s o f  m en  and I lie claim s of G od: T he lim its o f  governm ent 
authority in 1 lanalitc law,” in I ’h iriform itcil en vcrtlrliny van lie inaeht in het M idden-O osten  
( |N ijinegen |: Vercniging voor tie S tiidic van lıel Midilen O osicn en dc Islam , 1980), at 87.

H I l e y d ,  Stuities, 1 8 0  3.
( 'oiii|iarc, for inslancc, Akgiintln/., ( )sm anh kanum utiiiclei 7, vol. I, M7, with I leyd. Studies, 
‘>.Y
S e c ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  I l e y d ,  Stiulies, 1 8 8 .  u  I b i d .  I VI V



it to the growing religious conservatism of the seventeenth century.38 The 
denunciation of the kanun  cam e to symbolize the defeat o f “secular” law in 
the O ttom an Empire.39

Thus Ottoman scholarship came to associate the kanun with that which 
was secular-like, and ju rists’ law became the symbol of religious fanaticism. 
Not surprisingly, the former was depicted as the secret behind the rise of 
the empire, and the latter the cause of its decline. Strong sultans during the 
“classical” period were able to impose their will through the kanun, but later, 
what Barkan calls the “ulem a mentality” took over and brought about the 
demise o f the kanun.40 This set the stage for the decline of the empire.

Yet there is a m ajor problem  with this interpretation of affairs. The decree 
that outlawed the use of the term  kanun was made by the Ottoman sultan 
M ustafa II, who most certainly consulted Seyyid Feyzullah, his m entor and 
the grand mufti, before issuing it. Thus, Seyyid Feyzullah must be the source of 
religious fanaticism, according to that interpretation. As it happens, however, 
it would be very difficult to call Seyyid Feyzullah a religious fanatic. Feyzullah 
was known, among other things, to have been planning to convert the Galata 
Tower in Istanbul to an observatory with the help of European astronom ers.41 
He was one o f those Ottoman scholars who actually had a strong training 
in the rational sciences, something that religious fanatics are supposed to be 
opposed to. Feyzullah also founded several medreses, or colleges of law, and 
bequeathed thousands o f books to their libraries, some of which operate to this 
day; for example, M illet Library in Istanbul.42 These are not the distinguishing 
features o f a religious fanatic.

M atters get even more complicated when one looks for religious fanatics 
around Feyzullah. Feyzullah’s teacher, M ehm ed Vani, was the kind o f man 
whom Barkan and Repp would definitely associate with religious fanaticism 
as he was involved in the third phase of the Kadizadeli movement in the 
second half o f the seventeenth century; this movement is usually cited as

38 Ö m er Lutfi Barkan, X V  ve X V I ıncı Asırlarda O sm anlı İm paratorluğunda Z ira î E konom inin  
H ukukî ve M a lî E sasları, vol. I, K anunlar  (İstanbul: İstanbul Ü niversitesi E debiyat Fakültesi 
Yayınları, 1945), xix, n. 5; R ichard Repp, “Q anun and sharlca  in the O ttom an context,” in 
Islam ic Law: Socia l and H istorical Contexts, ed. A ziz al-A zm eh (London: R outledge, 1988), 
132.

39 H alil İnalcık  describes kanun  as “secular” law  in “K anun, iii.-F inancial and public adm inis­
tration ,” E ncyclopedia  o f  Islam, N ew  Edition, vol. IV, 559, 560.

40 B arkan, K anunlar, xx, n. 5,
41 J. H. M ordtm ann, “D as O bservatorium  des Taqî ed-dın zu Pera,” D er Islam  13(1923): 82 -96 , 

at 85.
42 Cevat İzgi, O sm anlı M edreselerinde İlim , 2 vols. (Istanbul: İz, 1997), vol. I, 101-2; Halil 

İnalcık, The O ttom an Empire: The Classical Age, ¡3 0 0 -1 6 0 0 , trs. Norm an Itzkow itz and Colin 
Im ber (London: W eidenfeld & Nicolson, 1973), 179-85; M ehm ed Serhan Tayşi, “Ş e y h ü l­
islâm  Seyyid F ey /u llâh  Efendi ve Feyzi yye M edresesi,” Türk Dünyası Araştırm aları 23 (April 
1983): 9 -100 .



one o f the reasons why the Ottoman kanun  lost against the Sharia.43 Just 
like Feyzullah, however, Vani, too, was well educated in the rational sciences, 
which contradicts the image of a religious fanatic. Vani was a Kurdish preacher, 
educated in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire, where “in some 
outlying places, here and there in the land of the Kurds” one could still find 
some who taught rational sciences after such teachers were ousted from the 
medreses of the imperial center. Such easterners, according to Katib Çelebi, 
would “give themselves tremendous airs” when they came to Istanbul as 
lew others had any training in rational sciences.44 Although Katib Çelebi 
died before Vani arrived in Istanbul, his remarks could well have described 
Vani as he received a lot of attention at the court and becam e very close to 
some o f the m ost powerful people of the time, including M ehm ed IV; the 
queen mother Turhan Sultan; the eldest son of the sultan, Prince M ustafa; and 
Köprülü Fazıl Ahm ed Pasha, who had m et him in the east and introduced him  
lo the imperial capital after he becam e grand vizier.45 Thus both Vani and 
Feyzullah, the form er’s student and successor in the position of mentorship to 
Prince Mustafa, owed their prestigious positions in the learned hierarchy to the 
palace, and they both were trained in the rational sciences that had been ousted 
from Ottoman m edreses in the late sixteenth century. They squarely belonged
10 Ihe absolutist camp on the map of Ottoman politics, which I present in more 
detail in the next chapter.

This particular constellation of political forces, w hich suggested that the 
absolutists had entered the domain of ju rists’ law and styled themselves as 
champions of the Sharia in the late seventeenth century, simply does not line 
up with B arkan’s explanation for the demise of the kanun, which is also 
supposed to function as an explanation for Ottoman decline in the seventeenth 
century. To give a striking example, Köprülü Fazıl Ahm ed Pasha brought the 
glories of the old days back to the O ttom an Empire during his long tenure as 
grand vizier (1661-76). His tenure is usually represented as one of stability 
mid likened to the “classical” era in various ways.46 And yet, it was this 
same Köprülü who introduced Vani, supposedly a fanatic, to the palace and 
continued to support him. Could the symbol of the “classical” age and the cause 
(>f decline really belong in the same picture? In a sim ilar vein, according to the 
prevalent understanding of Ottoman decline, strong sultans issued kanuns, and 
Ihe reactionary members of the ulema opposed them later, championing the

1' Kepp, “Qanun and s h a r fa ,” 13 I -2 ;  lor the Kadi/.adeli m ovem ent, see N ecati Ö ztürk, “Islam ic 
( )rthodoxy am ong the O ttom ans in the seventeenth century w ith special reference to the Q adi- 
Zade m ovem ent,” PhD  diss. (U niversity o f  Edinburgh, 1981).

11 Kalib Çelebi, The Halam e o f  Trnlli, İr. ( i. I .. I ,cwis ( I .ondon: ( leoigc Allen and Unwin, 1957),

r ’ O / t i i rk ,  ' ‘Is lam ic  O r th o d o x y ,"  272 5.
1,1 Hı'1'i ıard I ,ewis. The Emergence of Modern Turkey (L ondon:  ( )x lo rd  Unive rs i ty  I’less,  19 6 1), 
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cause o f the Sharia and bringing about the victory of fanaticism. Yet M ustafa
II, despite his clear support for the Sharia as opposed to the Icanun, was a ruler 
who tried to strengthen the sultanate, which brought about his deposition in 
1703. We also know that m ost o f the ulema opposed Feyzullah just a few years 
after the issuance of the decree described earlier. How does one explain the 
opposition of the ulema, who are supposed to have brought about the dem ise of 
the Icanun, to a man who actually championed the cause o f the Sharia against 
the kanun? It seems that the conventional wisdom needs to be revised. Instead 
of being a sign of fanaticism, the rising profile o f ju rists’ law at the expense of 
the kanun  may well be yet another indication o f socioeconomic change, just 
as were the demise o f the tim ar and of cadastral surveys.

The political empowerment of jurists’ law and its practitioners

In this section, I use specific examples to illustrate the relationship o f some 
o f the socioeconomic developments of the sixteenth century to the rise o f the 
political profile of ju rists’ law. Then I show that, although Ottoman jurists lost 
some of their autonomy as they were integrated into an administrative hierarchy 
in return for securing certain privileges for themselves, their political impact 
on the highest levels of the imperial polity actually increased, contributing to 
the increasing role of legal discourse in imperial political processes.

The socioeconom ic context o f  the po litica l em pow erm ent o f  ju r is ts ’ law

The weakening and eventual denunciation of the kanun in relation to the 
empowerment of ju rists’ law were not related to a sudden increase o f fanati­
cism among the Ottomans but instead can be seen as the product o f two devel­
opments stemming from the socioeconomic transformation o f the sixteenth 
century.

First, the gradual development of a monetized market economy created 
new institutions whose regulation fell into the domain of ju rists’ law, as it 
was this law that had experience in dealing with commercial transactions and 
other business deals. This made jurists’ law too important to be ignored by the 
dynasty. The stricter divide between private law and public law o f the earlier 
period had kept private law, the subjects of which mostly fell under ju rists’ 
law, more or less out of the realm  of the political authority. Yet as ju rists’ law 
proved to be crucial for the developing market economy in the empire, the 
dynasty felt the need to intervene in it with a view to regularizing it.

The second development was not entirely separate from the first, but rather 
was a more overtly political expression of it. In the late sixteenth and seven­
teenth centuries there occurred the expansion of the Ottoman political nation 
that, at the time, corresponded more or less to the askeri, a term that literally 
meant “military” but actually referred to the privileged classes o f Ottoman 
socicty. Many members of the askeri were the offspring of old noble families.



early Ottoman conquerors, and devşirme s. As such they were distinguished 
from the re’aya, or the subjects (literally “dock”). The socioeconomic devel­
opments of the sixteenth century provided opportunities for upward mobility 
lo many an entrepreneur who joined the Ottoman askeri as ecnebis, literally 
“outsiders,” a designation that referred to their commoner origins. The dynasty 
felt the need to regulate affairs among the members o f the recently expanded 
ruling class in order to continue its hegemony over them, an attem pt that drew 
the dynasty more and more into the dom ain of ju rists’ law, which handled 
relations among individuals.

One of the m ost illustrative examples o f the relationship between a m one­
tary economy and the political em powerm ent o f ju rists’ law was the cash wakf 
controversy of the sixteenth century. W akf is a legal construct through which 
one could endow one’s property as a source o f income for a particular purpose. 
For instance, a store could be endowed with the specification that its rent was 
going to be used for the upkeep o f a particular mosque or for the salary of a 
professor teaching at a college o f law. There were also many “family wakfs,” 
(he primary beneficiaries of which were the descendants o f the person who 
established them. W akfs that were founded by cash endowments were first 
created in the the early fifteenth century.47 The number of such endowments 
increased rapidly during the sixteenth century according to the register of 
wakfs that were founded in Istanbul in the century following the Ottoman 
conquest. According to this register, 1,150 wakfs were either exclusively or 
partially endowed with cash; of these, the date of the founding of 918 endow­
ments was recorded: 4.5 percent were founded between 1456 and 1495, 24.4 
percent between 1495 and 1520, and 71.1 percent between 1520 and 1546. 
A total o f 13,253,736 akçes were endowed in the period 1520-46, which is 
roughly equivalent to the tax revenue of the Ottoman Em pire derived from the 
Anatolian provinces in the fiscal year o f 1547-8.48 These figures demonstrate 
Ihe gradually increasing significance o f cash wakfs in the sixteenth century, 
¡ind they could easily be supplem ented by those from  other registers from the 
latter part of the sixteenth as well as the seventeenth centuries.49

Although the increasing importance o f endowments in cash should not be 
surprising within the context of the development of a market-oriented society 
dining the sixteenth century, they nevertheless caused a legal controversy. 
( ’ash wakfs, or charitable trusts founded by endowments in cash, were not 
known in the Islamic world before the Ottomans. M oreover, the prevalent

' '  Jon li. M andavillc, “ U surious picly: The cash w aqf controversy in the O ttom an E m pire,” 
International Journal o j M iddle East Studies  10(1979): 289—308, at 290.

111 C om pare Ö m er l.ııllî Barkan and likrem  llakki Ayverdi, Istanbul Vakıfları Tahrîr D efteri -  
( /5-/6) Târîlıli (Islanhul: İstaııhııl l'elih ( Vmiycli İstanbul linshliisü , 1970), viii, xxxi; 
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legal opinion among the jurists who followed the Hanafi School was not very 
perm issive on this issue. The most liberal opinion, the one ascribed to the 
Hanafi ju rist Zufar (d. 775), allowed cash wakfs only on the condition that 
the capital was placed in business partnerships to produce profits to be used 
for a charitable purpose. Yet in the Ottoman practice the capital was clearly 
used in lending money with interest, though usually under the cover o f legal 
fictions called m u ’amele-i şer'iye  that were used to circumvent the formal 
prohibition of usury in ju rists’ law -  to pay 10 percent interest, for instance, 
the borrower would sell a symbolic good to the creditor for the am ount of 
the credit and promise that he would buy it back in a year for a 10 percent 
higher price. Moreover, Zufar was not deemed to be a major Hanafi jurist 
whose opinions could serve as the basis for an opinion of the whole Hanafi 
School. Nevertheless jurist after jurist approved cash wakfs by confirming 
foundation deeds of charitable trusts with cash endowments until Çivizade, 
the chief justice of the European provinces, made an attempt to outlaw them 
around 1546, which happens to be the date of the register cited earlier.50

Çivizade’s opposition to the cash wakf was founded upon sound legal 
reasoning within the param eters of ju rists’ law. Yet in response, other jurists 
wrote letters or treatises arguing for the permissibility of the cash w akf based 
on the principles of te ’amiil, generally accepted practice, and istihsan, the 
welfare of the people. In M ay 1548, eight m onths after the death of Çivizade, 
Süleyman issued an imperial decree declaring the cash wakf legal on the basis 
o f the legal opinions expressed in its favor by the leading jurists of the time, 
including Ebussu’ud, the grand mufti.51

Süleym an’s decree has to be understood as an intervention o f the political 
authority into the process of the articulation of ju rists’ law. As the work of Wael 
Hallaq demonstrates, a weak legal opinion could only become the definitive 
opinion of a legal school over time through such processes as tashih , correction, 
and tashhlr, declaring an opinion to have becom e commonly accepted in the 
school.52 These procedures were in the hands o f  the jurists as a collective 
and thus required a strong consensus to be built around the legal opinion in 
question. In the case of cash wakfs, such a consensus did not exist. Ç ivizade’s 
opposition was continued by Birgili M ehm ed (d. 1573), who in his widely 
read Al-tariqa al-muhammadiyya (The M uham m adan Path), singled out the

50 M andaville, “U surious piety,” 293-7 ; Ö m er Lütfi B arkan, “T ürkiye’de din ve devlel 
ilişkilerinin tarihsel gelişim i,” Cum huriyetin 50. Yıldönüm ü Semineri: Sem inere Sunulan  
B ild iriler  (A nkara: T ürk Tarih K urum u, 1975), 7 2 -4 .

51 M andaville, “U surious piety,” 297 -300 , 3 0 1 -4 ; R. C. Repp, The M üfti o f  Istanbul: A Study in 
the D evelopm ent o f  the O ttom an Learned H ierarchy  (London: Ithaca Press, 1986), 255; and 
Tahsin Ö zcan, “Para vakıflarıyla ilgili önem li b ir belge,” İLA M  Araştırm a D ergisi 3/2 ( 1998): 
107-12.

52 The Hanafi School used the form er process much m ore frequently; Wael H allaq, Authority. 
C ontinuity and  Change in Islam ic Law  (Cam bridge: C am bridge Universily Press, 2001), 
133- 52. '



cash wakf as “one o f the great evils” of his day.33 Thus the opinion supported 
by Ebussu’ud was not necessarily accepted as sahih, or correct, within the 
Hanafi School: it was the imperial decree that secured its validity. Despite 
the affirmative opinions of some contem porary jurists, as far as ju rists’ law 
was concerned, the sultan was in effect sanctioning a weak opinion within the 
Hanafi School. Appointm ent letters of O ttom an judges clearly referred to the 
sultan’s unusual sanction: “In matters in which there is disagreement, work 
from the strongest position [within the Hanafi School of law]. Do not use weak 
statements to support your actions except in the matter of cash waqf; do not 
abandon it.”54

This political intervention indicated the close relationship between two 
developments: the gradual transform ation o f the Ottoman society from a pre­
dominantly feudal to a market-oriented one and the lifting of the barrier 
between public and private law, which led to the increasing politicization of 
ju rists’ law. The cash wakf was first and forem ost the product o f a developing 
market society in which there was a certain degree o f capital accumulation -  
hence, the endowed cash. The administrators o f cash wakfs became credit 
providers for large segments of the population, injecting capital into the local 
economy for the benefit of both consumers and entrepreneurs.55 As extraordi­
nary taxes levied in cash, the avarız , gradually became a regular occurrence, 
neighborhoods began to establish cash wakfs to pay these taxes. Although the 
available evidence does not perm it one to identify the borrowers of cash wakfs 
in adequate detail,56 some may well have been tax-farmers, who financed the 
operations o f the military-administrative apparatus of the dynasty by providing 
ready cash in return for tax-farms. In this way, the dynasty gradually lost some 
of its financial autonomy and was thus drawn further into interactions with the 
representatives of social forces who could finance its operations. The political 
authority, then, simply could not afford to wait for a consensus to be built 
»round the cash w akf question: it had to protect this institution that was essen- 
tial for the smooth functioning of the financial markets that were becoming 
crucially important for consumers, entrepreneurs, investors, and the dynastic 
institution of rule. Thus was Süleyman drawn into the sphere of jurists’ law 
Ilia! previously had prim arily governed social relations and operated mainly 
within the spheres of commercial and family law.

11 M andaville, “ U surious piety,” 304-6 .
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Suleym an’s decree concerning cash waqfs was arguably his m ost significant 
intervention into the law. Ebussu’ud once noted that there were altogether 
thirty-two such cases in which the political authority expressed a preference 
among the competing opinions in the Hanafi School on a particular question 
to determine the preponderant opinion to be applied in the courts o f law -  
unfortunately without identifying them .57 Yet none of the other cases was 
apparently deemed to as radically alter the spirit of the Hanafi School of 
ju rists’ law as the one on the cash waqf which continued to be the only 
exception mentioned in the appointment letters o f Ottoman judges. These 
letters instructed the appointees to follow the soundest opinion in cases where 
there was a disagreement among the Hanafi jurists “except for [the case of] the 
registration of trusts endowed with cash.”58 In that case the w eak opinion was 
to be preferred -  a truly substantial intervention into the law. Thus the most 
significant intervention of the political authority into the domain of ju rists’ 
law was one in which it acted to free up a process o f economic change that had 
already been started by social dynamics. The dynastic authority was not the 
agent o f change, but rather its client. Having becom e so enmeshed in ju ris ts’ 
law, the political authority could not then stop the jurists themselves from 
entering its own domain, where they would soon decide who would be the 
next emperor, as shown in the next chapter.

Let me now return to the second development I identified at the beginning 
o f this section. The expansion of market networks and the related expansion 
of the political nation required the greater involvement of the dynasty in 
regulating the affairs of the members of the ruling class in order to continue 
its hegemony over them, which drew the dynasty more and more into the 
domain o f ju rists’ law. Before the sixteenth century, the dynasty was primarily 
concerned with the kanun, which had a certain degree of autonomy from 
ju rists’ law as mentioned earlier. This made sense in a society that was strictly 
stratified between the rulers and the ruled. In R ifa’at Abou-El-Haj’s discussion 
on the development of the Ottoman state, this stage would correspond to the 
pre-sixteenth-century “class-state” in which “there was hardly any distinction 
between the ruling class and the state, they were one.”59 The ruling class and 
the state were one and the same and consisted of the askeri who lived off 
the surplus produced by the subjects, the re ’aya. Administrative law focused 
mainly on the legal organization of the re’aycCs exploitation by the askeri 
through various “taxes.” Thus the sphere of public or administrative law, 
which was left to the discretion of the political authority in the tradition of 
ju rists’ law, was sufficient to organize the exploitation of the ruled by the

57 Paul H orster, ed., “Zur A nw endung des islam ischen Rechts im 16. Jahrhundert: D ie “ju ris
tischen D arlegungen” (M a’ruzat) des Sehejch iil-Islam  Ebu S u ’ud (gest. 1574),” PhD diss.
(Bonn: F riedrich-W ilhelm s-U niversital, 1935), 291; Colin Imber, E b u ’s -su ’ud: The Islam ic
Lei'til 'Iratlilioii (Stanford: S tanford University Press, 1997), 169.
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ruling class, which itself was identical with the administration. But once the 
ruling class came to include members other than those who were connected to 
the royal administration, public administrative law could not be sufficient to 
regulate its issues.

As the boundaries separating the re ’aya  and the askeri gradually shifted 
with the entry o f economically powerful commoners into the ruling class 
using opportunities provided by market forces, the political authority that had 
to secure the sustainable exploitation of the ruled faced a new situation, which 
had an impact on its relationship with the law. It either had to expand to 
allow some space for all the commoners who entered the ruling class, or it 
had to differentiate itself from the ruling class and thus accept the position 
of representing it vis-à-vis the ruled, rather than being identical with it. The 
initial response seemed to be along the lines of expansion, as shown by the 
increasing numbers o f Ottoman elite troops (see Chapter 5). But in the long 
run, the Ottoman political authority followed the strategy o f differentiating 
itself from the ruling class as it came to recognize that it was impossible to 
include the entire political nation within its ranks. This process of differentia­
tion was a gradual one, and it involved several struggles within the ruling class 
itself as the dynasty was reluctant to lose its dom inant position in the polity. 
During these struggles, the jurists challenged the authority o f the dynasty 
many times, as discussed in Chapters 2, 5, and 6. To respond to these legal 
challenges more effectively, the dynasty m ade an effort to extend its authority 
over the sphere of jurists and their law, as shown in Chapters 3 and 4. W hereas 
the legitimacy of dynastic authority had been built upon the feudal traditions 
represented by the kanun  in the earlier period, the limits o f royal author­
ity in the Second Em pire were negotiated with ju rists’ law, as discussed in 
Chapter 2.

The empowerment of ju rists’ law at the expense of the kanun lifted the 
harrier that separated public from  private law and the sphere of the adm in­
istration from that o f the society. Now the entirety of the law was open for 
contestation between jurists o f differing opinions and the political authority. 
The political authority could make attempts to intervene in the articulation 
o f private law by jurists, and conversely, social forces could encourage some 
jurists to challenge the administration on its own ground. There were examples 
o f both processes in operation. The case o f the cash w akf was an example of 
the former process.60

However, the most powerful example o f the royal attempt to unify public 
and private law and bring both under the purview o f the dynasty with the aim 
of securing the dynasty’s hegemony over the legal process was the organiza­
tion of the Ottoman legal administration. Unlike any of their predecessors, the 
( )llomans made a great effort to institutionalize local courts all over the empire

,'11 to r  dI I lor exam ples, s lv  Vcjili liih 'in , liikili i r  lii/iliim: O snum li'tla  Susvtil Yupi iv  I'lk th
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by keeping court records in bound volumes and storing them for posterity.61 
The Ottoman k a d i  was both a judge for the people who lived in his district and 
also a public administrator who fulfilled various functions, thus symbolizing 
the merger of public and private law in his very office. The Ottomans also per­
fected a judicial hierarchy that determined the appointments and promotions 
o f both professors of law and judges.62 But making an attempt to control the 
law of the society they governed by merging the domains of public and private 
law and by regularizing the legal system by various means m eant that they 
also had to allow that same law to govern their own actions, which brings us 
to the next section that focuses on jurists and how they came to have an impact 
on dynastic politics.

The po litica l em pow erm ent o f  the lords o f  the law  in 
the sixteenth  century

As suggested earlier, the need to create an empire-wide system of rule to 
respond to the needs of an empire-wide economic market and a relatively 
m obile society led the Ottoman administrative-military apparatus to consoli­
date the legal structures that supported the application o f ju rists’ law. Jurists’ 
law, with its openness to local traditions and administrative practices in many 
spheres o f law, presented an opportunity for the Ottoman administration to 
offer an um brella institution to cover the many administrative, financial, and 
criminal law practices that coexisted in the Ottoman realms and gradually to 
mold them  together. M oving toward a more centralized system o f ju rists’ law, 
however, made the Ottoman dynasty indebted to the jurists, who were the only 
legitimate interpreters and practitioners of this law. As argued elsewhere, the 
dynasty granted certain privileges to high-ranking jurists, the mevali, literally 
“lords,” that led to the development of -  what I call -  the “lords o f the law” as 
a relatively exclusive group whose members could practically pass their status 
to their sons.63

Throughout the sixteenth century the lords of the law gained political power 
thanks both to their positions in the imperial web o f markets and the lifting of 
the barriers between public and private law. It would not be an exaggeration 
to claim  that there was a direct relationship between the economic interests 
of high-ranking jurists and the legal developments that many of them found

61 W ael B. H allaq, “The ‘qad i’s diwan  (sijill) ’ before the O ttom ans,” Bulletin  o f  the School o f  
O riental and  A frican  Studies  61 (1998): 415-36 , at 434.

62 İsm ail H akkı U zuncarşılı, Osmanlı D evletinin İlm iye Teşkilâtı (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurum u, 
1965).

63 Baki Tezcan, “T he O ttom an m evâ lî  as ‘lords o f  the law,’ ” Journal o f  Islam ic S tudies 20 (2009): 
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permissible, such as the cash wakf. The wealth that jurists accum ulated from 
their positions was much more secure than that o f political grandees in the 
administrative-military hierarchy, who were subject to confiscations from the 
sultan. Therefore a second-generation high-ranking jurist inherited not only a 
privileged status that would give him a head start in the judicial hierarchy but 
also the wealth accum ulated by the previous generation.

Let me provide a few examples o f the ways in which jurists were involved 
in the monetary econom y of the empire and benefited from it, thus developing 
a personal interest in some of the directions o f the law they articulated. In 
addition to their investments in land,64 jurists seemed to be able to generate 
large amounts of cash and to lend it to tax-farmers who had to make regular 
payments to the central treasury. For instance, in 1621, while Osman II was out 
of the capital engaged in a military cam paign against the Poles and Cossacks, 
Bedik, an Armenian tax-farmer who was responsible for the collection o f 
custom  dues at the port o f Istanbul, was asked to pay a large installment to 
the treasury to m eet the salary payments o f the infantry, which had remained 
in the capital. Probably because his cash was in short supply, he looked for 
loans. Ali Efendi, a judge, gave him  500,000 akçem on August 17 and another 
600,000 akçes on October 2. Bedik was not able to pay these loans back, and 
he failed to produce enough cash for the treasury. Thus M urad Agha, a palace 
officer who was involved in tax collection, replaced him  as the customs dues 
collector on Novem ber 19. M urad Agha paid the total sum of 1,100,000 akçes 
owed by Bedik back to Ali on D ecem ber 18.65

Let me put into context the value o f 1,100,000 akçes, which would be 
roughly equivalent to £ 3,437.50 at the tim e.66 The salary o f the grand mufti 
in 1622 was 750 akçes per day or 22,500 per month and 270,000 a year.67 
Thus it would take more than four years for the grand mufti, who had the 
highest salary in the judicial hierarchy, to save 1,100,000 akçes, if  he could 
live without spending a penny. But Ali was not a grand mufti. He actually had 
only served in his first judicial appointm ent for some ten months as the judge 
of M ecca and since April 1620 had not held any office.

Yet Ali happened to be the brother of Öm er Efendi, who was the mentor 
of Osman II. Öm er was appointed to teach the sons o f Ahmed I in 1609. 
At that point, Ali was a kassam  in Egypt, a legal official who supervised

M See the grant o f  land ow nership given to E s’ad Efendi, an early-seventeenth-century lord  
o f  the law, in M ürışe’ât-ı Selâtîn, eds. Feridun B ey et al., 2nd ed., 2 vols. (İstanbul, 1274), 
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E lites in the O ttom an Empire, cd. A ntonis A naslasopoulos (R ethym no: Crete U niversity 
Press, 2005), 144.
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inheritance shares and collected dues on behalf o f the chief justice o f the 
Asian and African provinces. Soon Ali got his first teaching appointm ent on 
record. A fter the enthronem ent of Osman II, Öm er was no longer the private 
instructor of a prince, but the mentor of the sultan, with great influence on 
many decisions, including making appointments in the educational-judicial 
hierarchy. Thus in 1619, Ali was first appointed to the college o f Süleymaniye 
as a professor and a m onth later to the judgeship of Mecca, a position that he 
left in 1620.68

A li’s ability to produce such a great amount of cash could be related to 
his brother’s position and may be seen as exceptional. Yet all the men who 
occupied the summit of the judicial hierarchy were well situated at the center 
of imperial power. They were the ones who sanctioned the cash wakfs that 
produced roughly half of the revenues accrued from  all charitable trusts in 
the em pire -  more than nine million akçes per year in a sample of 313 trusts 
founded during the seventeenth century.69 It would not be surprising if  Ali 
had borrowed the 1,100,000 akçes that he lent Bedik from the capital pool o f 
a cash w akf or from several cash wakfs. Ali and other lords of the law were 
the ones who granted teaching licenses; their m ost senior colleagues -  the 
chief justices of the European, and Asian and African provinces, the grand 
mufti, and the mentor of the sultan -  had differing degrees of control over 
the appointments o f the professors and judges. Thus the lords of the law had 
clients all over the empire who either got their teaching licenses from  them 
or owed them their appointments. In addition, it was not only the cash wakfs, 
which these clients registered in the provinces, that could connect the lords of 
the law to monetary resources. Professors and judges were engaged in a wide 
range of financial activities that connected them with financial resources in 
the imperial network.

Judges of small towns, who were the clients o f these high-ranking jurists, 
were responsible not only for the regular duties of a judge but also for collecting 
some of the extraordinary taxes in cash, such as bedel-i kürekçiyan, a tax that 
was meant to finance the navy, which by the second half o f the sixteenth 
century had become more or less a regular tax. Mostly, it was the judges 
who decided the amount a household was supposed to pay and oversaw the 
collection of such taxes. Moreover, in times of war their duties included the 
supply of certain provisions or, as a substitute, some extra cash. All o f these 
obligations involved some sort of monetary transaction. M ustafa A li’s remarks, 
in his advice book for sultans, suggested that the judges skimmed off their 
share of cash from  such transactions:

A n o th e r p o in t is the  levy o f  arm y p ro v isio n s (nüzu l) an d  th e  ex trao rd in ary  co n trib u tio n s 
( ‘a va rız). T h e se  are  fu lly  co llec ted  from  the  p o p u la tio n  ( fu g a râ )  bu t are  n o t sp e n t en tire ly

68 N ev’i/.ade A la’i, Hattâ 'ikıı ’/ lıa k â 'ik J îIc k ıııîlıii’ş şa k â ’ik, 2 vols. with continuous pagination
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on the  needs o f  th e  arm y  bu t sh a red  b e tw een  th e  ju d g e s  an d  ju d g e -s u b s titu te s . . . .  In short, 
w hen  a  levy  o f  a rm y  p ro v is io n s  {nüzu l)  an d  ex trao rd in a ry  lev ies  { ‘a v a r ız )  a re  im posed  
on a  p rov ince  an d  a  ro y a l re sc rip t [to  th is effec t]  is sent, a t o n ce  m en  a re  sen t by the  
judges to  each  v illag e  an d  [the v illag ers  o r  th e ir  rep re sen ta tiv es] a re  su m m o n ed  to  the 
ju d g e ’s c o u r t . . . .  T h e re a fte r  th e  b rib e -a c c u sto m e d  ju d g e  im p o ses  a  c o n tr ib u tio n  o f  one  
s h â h î  [w orth  7 a k ç e s] on  each  h o u se h o ld  c la im in g  th a t the  c o u rt slave  th a t h ad  conveyed  
the im p eria l o rd e r  h a d  tak en  a  h an d so m e  fee  fro m  h im . . . .  B u t th e  tru th  is th a t [the levy] 
never arrives in its en tire ty  at th e  p lace  w h ere  it  is  o rd e re d  to  go ; on  th e  ro ad , a t th e  w ay  
sta tions it is  an  e x c e lle n t o b jec t o f  c o m m erce  fo r  th e  ren to rs  o f  p a c k  an im a ls  an d  fo r the  
ju d g e-su b stitu tes .70

Another way that a small-town judge could thrive was through cultivat­
ing connections w ith tax-farmers. Darling writes that tax-farm bidders could 
impose the condition that certain judges be nominated in their contracts: 
“Mültezims [tax-farmers] even presum ed to nominate kadis [judges]. One 
bidder made the condition that a dism issed müfettiş [inspector] and kadi of 
Halomiç, Şemseddin, be restored to his position, another that the kadi of Yanya 
be made kadi of Tirhala and müfettiş of all his mukataas.”71 Tax-farmers could 
thus have a great influence over a judge-inspector who owed his job  to them. 
In turn, the connections of a judge in Istanbul could be of use in securing 
the tax-farm for the bidder. In short, such a partnership could satisfy both 
sides. There were also small-town judges who left their positions to become 
tax-farmers.72 A judge who felt com fortable enough to resign his post and 
become a tax-farm er m ust have had a great deal o f experience in tax-farming 
during his judicial tenure.

That a small-town judgeship m ight be quite lucrative was evident in the 
career of Lutfullah, known as Çelebi Kadi (d. 1632). Lutfullah started serving 
as a judge when his father, Zekeriya, later grand mufti, was a chief justice, and 
he left his judgeship when his brother was grand mufti. A lthough he had many 
opportunities to move up in the judicial hierarchy, he repeatedly asked for the 
judgeship of Filibe (Plovdiv in m odern Bulgaria), which he held seven times. 
It is clear that this appointment was not considered a punishm ent because 
during his last term, he was granted the honorary rank of the chief justice 
of the Asian and African provinces and thus was able to grant ten licenses 
to teach.73 The economic power of judges and other m embers o f the ulema 
was visible in the local financial activities of small towns as well. Among 
the loans registered in Karaferye (Veria in modern Greece) between 1600 and 
1650, for instance, ulema, or men associated with them, “appear in 41% of 
the cases” as moneylenders.74 Clearly, because judgeships and other ulem a 
appointments in small towns could well be lucrative, it would not hurt the 
jurists to have their own men there, to say the least. There was a great deal

Âli, ( 'ouiisi’l for Sitilm iş, vol. II, .'S (ı. n I );ı11¡11;’„ R cvcm w  Noising, 14*).
1 S iv  llu* Icj’.al opinion issued by lis ’ad on such n id j'rs  in his i'c idvd , S iileym aniye Kütüphanesi,

K asidcci/adr / / ' / ,  I. I .
M Al.Vi, Ih u h t’f k u l  iu tk ti’ik, JM  S. 71 < iaıa, "JVloııryirhdrıs, ' I



of room for patron-client relationships to develop within the hierarchy o f the 
educational-judicial institutions as high-ranking jurists were in a position to 
distribute favors to men in the lower ranks of the hierarchy who were looking 
for a license to teach or an appointment.

In short, the jurists themselves were beneficiaries of the sixteenth-century 
socioeconomic transformation and the resulting more monetized economy that 
functioned under the purview o f jurists’ law. They thus had a double personal 
stake in increasing the political profile of the law o f which they were the only 
legitimate interpreters: their market relations depended on it, and their political 
power would be augmented by it.

The primary characteristic that distinguished the Ottoman lords o f the law 
from earlier Muslim judicial elites was their diminished autonomy vis-à-vis the 
administrative-military apparatus of the dynasty. This loss of autonomy, how ­
ever, brought the Ottoman lords of the law unprecedented political influence 
over the dynasty as they used the door, through which the political author­
ity had entered their domain, in the other direction and entered the political 
sphere of the dynasty, which rendered them arguably one of the m ost powerful 
judicial nobilities of the Islamic world in the premodern era, as explained in 
this section. To illustrate this argument, I com pare the Ottoman lords of the 
law with their M amluk predecessors.

As persuasively argued by M ichael Chamberlain, the jurist-scholars o f late 
medieval Syria were not very different from their Ottoman successors in 
terms of the practically hereditary nature of their positions.75 There was fierce 
competition for positions among the elite o f Damascus in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries. Teaching posts were a means o f preserving the elite status 
o f one’s family, and fathers worked hard for their sons to succeed them in their 
posts. Consider the careers of a father and son from  Syria, cIrnad al-Dln ‘All 
bin Ahmad (d. 1348) and Najm  al-Dln Ibrahim b in 'A li al-Taraşüşî (d. 1357).

‘All started his teaching career in Damascus in 1320 at the Qal'a Mosque. In 
1322, after the death of his father-in-law, Shams al-Dln bin al-‘Izz, the deputy 
of the Hanafi chief judge of Damascus, ‘All succeeded him in office. He then 
succeeded the chief judge after his death in 1327. In addition to his judicial 
post, he taught law at a num ber of Damascene colleges.76 In 1334, 'A ll’s son 
Ibrahim  began teaching at a college of law when he was only 15 years old. 
A widely used method in late medieval Syria for securing the tenure o f one’s 
intimates was the “resignation” of the office holder in favor of them  while he 
“had the power to do so.”77 That is exactly what ‘All did in 1346, resigning 
as the chief judge. Thus Ibrahim, after serving as the deputy o f the Hanafi 
chief judge of Damascus for about two years, became the chief Hanafi judge 
of Damascus and succeeded his father in his teaching position as well.78
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The striking similarity between late medieval Syria and the Ottoman Empire 
in the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries is the significance of fam ­
ily ties in the hierarchy of jurist-scholars. Furthermore, as noted by Ira Lapidus, 
Ihere were several areas in which the jurists and the administrative-military 
apparatus of the M amluks cooperated,79 rem inding one of the relationship 
between Ottoman jurists and the dynasty. But there are also some differences 
between the M am luk jurists and their Ottoman successors. Although fam ­
ily ties were also im portant in the hierarchy of Ottoman jurist-scholars, the 
Mamluk jurists were more autonomous than their Ottoman successors. For 
instance, an Ottoman judge could not resign his position in favor of his son. 
liven a professor of law was not able to do that, at least not at those colleges 
I hat produced the professorial and judicial elite.

Yet, although the Ottoman jurists may have enjoyed less autonomy from 
the administrative-military apparatus of the Ottoman dynasty, they were at the 
same time more influential on the functioning of that apparatus, as well as 
on the dynasty itself. M odem  scholarship has often made the former point 
while overlooking the latter one. For instance, Ebussu’ud, the grand mufti 
of Suleyman the Magnificent, did make certain choices in his interpretation 
of ju rists’ law that brought the law closer to the interests o f the Ottoman 
dynasty as discussed earlier. Yet, it was his very work that brought simultane­
ously “moral, legal, and institutional restrictions on the military-administrative 
cadres,” as Engin Akarli notes.80 As suggested earlier, the strict distinction 
between public -  or administrative -  and private law started disappearing as the 
political authority entered the domain of private law more forcefully than ever 
in the sixteenth century. This entry, however, was not a one-way process. The 
lifting of the barrier between the legal domains of the administration and that 
of society, first and forem ost the result of the socioeconomic transformation 
of the empire, opened public law to the scrutiny of jurists to a degree never 
seen before. The question of succession was one of those topics of public law 
in which jurists intervened.

The more autonomous M am luk jurists were less influential on dynastic 
politics than their Ottoman successors in the m id-sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Examples that illustrate the involvement of jurists within dynastic 
affairs in M am luk history are very rare.81 Jo Van Steenbergen goes so far 
as to state that the M am luk ulem a had “little room for any serious political 
involvement of their own.”82
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The Ottoman case is quite different, especially after the mid sixteenth cen­
tury, as exemplified in the question of fratricide. Although the com pilation of 
regulations pertaining to Ottoman administrative law ascribed to M ehm ed II 
suggested that dynastic fratricide was sanctioned by “m ost of the jurists,” 
actual legal opinions proving this claim do not exist.83 The fact that the authen­
ticity of this compilation is questioned and that the compilation only started 
circulating when some of the ideas in it were being openly challenged place 
further doubt on this particular claim .84 M ehmet Akman suggests that there 
was only one case of fratricide in early Ottoman history that was carried 
out with judicial sanction: the murder of M urad I ’s brothers. As it turns out, 
however, A km an’s claim  is based on a misrepresentation of the statements in 
the sources.85 Thus before the sixteenth century, Ottoman sultans either did 
not need the legal sanction of jurists for fratricide, or this sanction was not 
deem ed to be significant enough to be reported. The extant order of Bayezid II 
from Decem ber 1482 for the execution of his nephew Oguz Han, which had 
no reference to the legality o f the decision, supports the form er hypothesis: a 
prince’s blood did not require legal justification to be spilled if  the emperor 
issued the order to do so.86

However, in the mid-sixteenth century during the reign of Süleyman, the 
Ottoman dynasty seemed to lose this immunity from  the law as the involvement 
o f Ottoman jurists in dynastic politics clearly increased. Süleyman did not have 
to deal w ith any brotherly threats to his rule as he was the only surviving son 
o f his father Selim I. Yet later on in his reign he executed his own sons, Prince 
M ustafa (d. 1553) and Prince Bayezid (d. 1561); the latter execution cost the 
Ottomans dearly as Bayezid had taken refuge with the Safavid Shah Tahmasp, 
who asked for a fortune in return for releasing him  to Ottoman authorities. The 
Habsburg am bassador to the court o f Süleyman, Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq, 
who arrived in Constantinople about a year after the execution o f Prince 
M ustafa, wrote that Süleyman had consulted the mufti of Istanbul, Ebussu’ud, 
on this execution.87 Although there is no record of such a consultation in 
Ottoman sources, a collection of legal opinions on the execution of Prince
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Bayezid and his followers included Ebussu’ud’s affirmative opinion on Prince 
Bayezid’s execution, as well as many others that confirmed him .881 must note 
lhat the execution o f Bayezid was not simply a dynastic m atter as Bayezid 
had a considerable following and a civil war between his brother Prince Selim 
and him was im m inent at the time the legal opinions were sought -  and it 
eventually took place in 1559 on a battlefield around Konya. Nevertheless, by 
asking the opinion of jurists in a m atter that essentially pertained to his family, 
Suleyman was offering an opportunity to them  that could eventually be used 
lo regulate the dynasty’s affairs, as E s’ad was going to attem pt in the early 
seventeenth century, which is discussed in the next chapter.

Süleyman, the sultan whose political authority invaded the sphere of ju rists’ 
law in various instances, thus also invited the representatives o f this law into 
his own domain, which had until that time been regulated by codified Ottoman 
royal and feudal customs, or the kanun. Ebussu’u d ’s attempts to bring the 
feudal customs that constituted Ottoman land law in line w ith ju rists’ law, 
which also took place during the reign o f Süleyman,89 was another example 
of the same dynamic. As Süleyman entered the sphere o f ju rists’ law to 
regulate affairs that were not part o f public law, as in the case o f  the cash w aqf 
controversy, he was at the same time opening up public law to the regulation of 
jurists. Although Ebussu’ud’s attempts did not significantly alter Ottoman land 
law at the outset, they made it possible for ju rists’ law to becom e increasingly 
more involved in this area, leading to the adoption of quite different principles 
in Crete in the second half o f the seventeenth century.90 The Ottoman jurists 
Ihus were much m ore influential in politically significant issues in the long 
term.

Conclusion

Having established the connection between the socioeconomic transformation 
of the sixteenth century and the political empowerment o f ju rists’ law at various 
levels, let me return to the discussion of the denunciation o f the kanun in the 
late seventeenth century. This denunciation was an attem pt by the dynasty 
lo control the dom ain o f ju rists’ law. Erasing the kanun  from  legal discourse 
by royal decree was not meant to be a concession against “ulem a mentality,” 
as Barkan represents it. It was rather an attempt to claim  a different type of 
legitimacy for the dynasty that would be anchored com pletely in the sphere 
of ju rists’ law, thus pulling the carpet out from under the feet o f the ulema 
who took their authority from their competence in ju rists’ law. Feyzullah’s 
unprecedented high profile during the reign of M ustafa II, who issued the 
royal decree denouncing the kanun, was similarly not a symbol o f the “ulema

I,11 These opinions arc reproduced in ijcrnlcllin Tin an, Kam m i Süleym an D önem i Taht Kavgaları, 
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m entality” in political authority. To the contrary, M ustafa II was entering into 
an alliance with a competent ju rist who supported the sultan’s absolutism  and 
could thus facilitate the expansion of the role played by the dynasty in the 
articulation of ju rists’ law that was crucial for controlling the affairs o f  the 
ruling class.

The close relationship between the expansion o f the ruling class and the 
royal authority’s claim to the entire sphere of the law to enable itself to keep 
controlling that class was most apparent in the timing of the stark denunciation 
of the kanun  in 1696. A year earlier, in 1695, the Ottoman administration had 
adopted the “life-term revenue tax farm (malikane m uqata'a) [that] was a 
contract on state revenues which gave the tax contractor rights to collect taxes 
on the basis o f established rates from the time of the award until the contractor’s 
death.”91 At the outset, any Ottoman subject, whether askeri or re’aya, could 
enter the bidding process for a malikane and actually come to own it. A lthough 
eligibility to bid came to be restricted with certain qualifications after 1714, any 
Ottoman who had the financial means could still enter the business of running 
a life-long tax-farm through subleasing or be involved in it by financing the 
prepayment. A large num ber of people who had no official position in the state 
administration had actually been involved in these activities since the second 
half of the sixteenth century. But now they were being guaranteed life-long 
m em bership in the ruling class. To safeguard the interests of the ruling class 
and, more importantly, to keep its hegemonic position within it, the dynasty 
had to be able to manipulate all areas of the law, and not just the administrative 
law. The limited sphere of the kanun was not sufficient for that goal; hence, 
the full-fledged claim on the Sharia in 1696. Yet the 1703 rebellion and the 
deposition of M ustafa II made it clear that the dynasty could neither have a 
m onopoly on the articulation o f the law nor keep controlling the ruling class.

During the eighteenth century, the political authority centered at the court 
recognized that it had lost its bid for absolute control o f the newly enlarged 
ruling class and contented itself with being the main representative o f it; at 
this point the early modern Ottoman state actually became stronger because 
it learned to rule by consensus rather than imposing the dynasty’s will, as 
elaborated on in Chapter 6. The eighteenth century was going to be the century 
of the a ’yan, or local notables, who came to develop a considerable degree of 
local political autonomy in the regions they were established in.92 W hile the 
a ’yan  represented the state in their regions, the state legitimized the satisfaction 
o f the interests o f the a ’yan  who benefited from life-long tax-farms. Another 
relevant event to complete this picture is the end of the devşirme, the levy 
o f Christian children who after their compulsory conversion came to staff
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the central armies and the administration of the empire; this occurred around 
1703.

The rise of local notables, the practical alienation o f taxable resources 
to private third parties, and the loss o f  the royal prerogative in choosing 
conscripts for the imperial elite sym bolized the victory of social forces over 
the dynasty and its allies. A new ruling class -  m ost m embers o f which had 
not distinguished themselves in military prowess -  had effectively replaced 
the feudal elite of the provinces and the slave elite of the imperial center, 
both of which had been involved with m ilitary conquests. In contrast, the new 
ruling class was made up of men who knew how to make money in the market 
or who owed their success to such men in their retinue. The state was now 
theirs to run. As is well known, market relations were primarily organized by 
ju rists’ law. It is not surprising, then, that ju ris ts’ law became more and more 
important during the Second Empire. The rising political profile of ju rists’ law 
and its interpreters, the jurists themselves, should be analyzed within these 
parameters, and not in terms of an anachronistic opposition between secular 
and religious law. As Abou-El-Haj points out, the tension between the kanun 
and Sharia is “social in origin.”93
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C H A P T E R  2

The question of succession
Bringing the dynasty under legal supervision

On Decem ber 8, 1617, the English resident am bassador Paul Pindar wrote the 
following to the British secretary of state from Istanbul:1

R ig h te  H o n .blc

M a ie  it p le a se  you  w ith  o ccas io n  o f  an  ex trao rd in a rie  d isp a tc h e  from  th e  V enice B a ilo , the  
12 th o f  th is m o n eth , I w ro tt a  b ree fe  ad v ertizem te un to  y o u r  honor, to  in fo rm e  o f  th e  d ea th  
o f  th e  la te  Gr. S.r [G ran d  S eign io r] S u ltan  A ch m et, an d  th e  su cceed in g  o f  h is  B ro th e r  in 
th e  E m p ier, w h o o  the  sam e d a ie  w as p ro c lay m ed , n am ed  S u ltan  M u stap h a , b e in g  o f  the  
A g e  o f  23 y eares , w h e re o f h e  h a th  spen te  14 in  c lo se  k eep in g , an d  in co n fin e  w all feare , 
an d  ex p ec tac o n  o f  s tran g lin g e  acco rd in g e  to  th e  c u s to m e  o f  th e is  O tto m an  p rin ces , and  
now  co n tra rie  to  a ll fo r m e r  co o rses  w ,ho u t an ie  p re c e d e n te  is  co m e to  th e  E m p ire , an d  y e tt
5 sonnes o f  th e  d ecea sed  ly e in g e , th e  o ld es t b e in g e  13 th e  se co n d  11 y eares ou lde .

Let me draw your attention to the italicized phrase, contrarie to a ll fo rm er  
coorses wthout anie precedente. In the more than three hundred years since the 
Ottoman dynasty began its rule around 1300, a sultan had never been succeeded 
by his brother. On the contrary, when a sultan died, his sons, who were often 
granted governorships in the provinces, fought each other to succeed their 
father. Once one of them overcame the others, he would make sure that all 
o f his brothers were killed. In the sixteenth century, these brother wars were 
waged even while their fathers were still reigning as sultan, as exemplified by 
Prince Selim ’s fights against his brothers in the early sixteenth century during 
the reign of Bayezid II, as well as his namesake Prince Selim ’s fight against 
Prince Bayezid in the mid-sixteenth century during the reign of Suleyman. 
Brother wars ceased in the late sixteenth century because by that time only a 
single prince, the oldest one, served as governor in the provinces while others 
rem ained in the imperial palace. Yet the end of the wars of brothers did not 
bring about an end to fratricide. Upon his accession to the throne in 1574, 
M urad III executed all five of his younger brothers, who were living in the 
palace. In 1595 Mehmed III, who had nineteen brothers, did the same.

1 NA. SI’ ‘>'7/7, I. 17 'I;i; em phasis is mine.



In 1603, however, when Ahmed I acceded to the throne, he did not kill his 
younger brother M ustafa, who eventually succeeded him in 1617. Exceptional 
as it was, this practice became the general rule of Ottoman succession, and 
the Ottoman throne came to belong to the eldest male mem ber of the family, 
whether or not he was the son of the form er sultan. As a result, Ottoman sultans 
could no longer assert that they had proved themselves in a fight to assume the 
throne; they were now “seated” on the throne simply by virtue of being the 
eldest surviving m ale of the family.

This significant revision in the O ttom an practice of succession was princi­
pally the work o f a jurist, S a’deddinzade E s’ad, the grand mufti, who carried 
jurists’ law right into the heart of O ttom an dynastic succession, thus attempting 
to bring the very institution of the sultanate under legal supervision. E s’ad’s 
tenure as grand mufti came at a time when the upper ranks o f the Ottoman 
judiciary, the mevali or lords of the law,2 had evolved into a sort o f aristoc­
racy that acquired a great deal of political capital through their networks of 
power and the increasing political significance of the law they represented. In 
this chapter I argue that E s’ad’s power, w hich stemmed both from  his posi­
tion among the lords o f the law and the political weight o f  his office, which 
represented the highest authority to interpret ju rists’ law, brought about the 
survival of M ustafa during his elder brother’s reign and then his subsequent 
enthronement.

This peaceful succession was a m ajor victory for the constitutionalists, 
whose goal was to secure the supremacy o f the law over the dynasty. Es’ad’s 
role as a king-m aker and the political empowerment of the lords of the law, 
the mevali, were m ade possible by the rise of the political profile of ju rists’ 
law; in turn, this rise was made possible by the demise of the kanun  and other 
feudal institutions, such as the tim ar and the cadastral surveys, as a market- 
oriented network of social relations developed in the empire. It was within this 
larger context that the m ost profound Ottoman political struggles shifted from 
military confrontations around com petitions for succession to debates about 
the source of legitimate authority in public law, especially as it pertained to 
the dynasty and the limits of royal authority.

Arguably, the m ost significant legal-political debate of the early modem  
( Htoman Em pire was not between the kanun  and ju rists’ law as such, but 
lather between the absolutist and constitutionalist positions which had the 
authority to articulate public law. This chapter starts with a map of the Ottoman 
polity on which these two positions are placed. In the second part, I focus on 
the political significance of the office of the grand mufti -  the leader of the 
lords of the law -  in general, and of E s’ad and his family in particular. I 
argue that when Es’ad becamc a king-maker in 1617, this was a major step 
in bringing the Ottoman dynasty under legal supervision, a victory for the 
constitutionalists.

T r / c a n ,  ‘T l i r  O l l o m a n  n ie v â l î . '



Absolutists and constitutionalists

Let me confess at the outset that the two political groups -  the absolutists 
and the constitutionalists -  did not exist as such in the seventeenth-century 
Ottoman Empire and are my invention. Yet, in his history of China, R. Bin 
Wong asks whether the linguistic absence o f certain notions should imply 
their historical absence as well.3 The answer to this question m ust be no. The 
Ottomans never talked about “patriarchal family structures” or “gender,” yet 
the predom inant family structure of the period was patriarchal, and issues of 
gender played a m ajor role in Ottoman society and politics. Similarly, although 
not a single contemporary Ottoman man or woman used the terms “absolutist” 
or “constitutionalist,” it is possible to delineate two distinct political positions 
in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with regard to Ottoman royal 
authority and its limits. The first position -  absolutist -  is based on the idea that 
public law, the law that defines how the Ottoman polity is supposed to function, 
recognizes the royal prerogative, a sovereign right with no restrictions. The 
second position is built upon the denial of such an unlim ited source of authority 
to the sultan; it is constitutionalist for it aims at lim iting the royal prerogative by 
strengthening the power o f the law. Although the political agents whom  I call 
constitutionalists may have had different ideas about the constitutional features 
of the Ottoman polity, their common interest in lim iting the royal prerogative 
constitutes sufficient ground to bring them under the same umbrella. The 
struggle between these two political positions may be better understood in 
the context of other legal-political discussions that have been better studied in 
m odern Ottoman historiography.

Three significant political questions were raised -  explicitly or implicitly -  
about public law in the late sixteenth century at the dawn of the Second Empire. 
The first two have received a lot of scholarly attention in the twentieth century. 
The first question is about the connection of public law with sociopolitical 
change. Should the law be liberal and thus adapt itself to social change, 
acknowledging the expansion of the Ottoman political nation by recognizing 
the new members of the political elite? Or should the law be conservative and 
arrest social change, keeping political privileges in the hands of those who hold 
them  because of their inherited status as m embers o f the Ottoman imperial 
institution of rule?4 The second question concerns the proper relationship 
between the divine and the worldly in the m aking o f public law, which may

3 R. B in W ong, C hina Transform ed: H istorical Change a n d  the L im its o f  European Experience  
(Ithaca: C ornell U niversity Press, 1997), 5.
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also be read as a question o f legal authority, o f who is authorized to articulate 
what the law is. Is it the jurist who is com petent to interpret the divine intention 
or an administrator o f the imperial institution o f rule who collects local and 
royal traditions?5 The third question, although it has received less scholarly 
attention, may be the m ost significant one politically: can a ruler change the 
law at will, or is he bound by the existing laws in such a way that he is not 
capable of changing them?

Looking at these three questions in interaction is very instructive. Although 
the last one is fundamental for the political struggle that I cast between the 
absolutists and the constitutionalists, it is very important to understand the first 
question in order to realize that the two sides -  the absolutists and the consti­
tutionalists -  did not correspond to conservatives and liberals: it is possible to 
lind representatives o f  each current o f thought in each group. The interaction 
of the second question with the first and third reminds us that the divine could 
be co-opted by mutually exclusive sociopolitical projects as dem onstrated later 
in this chapter.

I start with the first question about the relationship between law and social 
change, because the conservative response -  that the law should arrest social 
change -  had such a negative im pact on our understanding o f the late six­
teenth and seventeenth centuries that, until recently, it was alm ost impossi­
ble to study this period without presupposing the existence o f decline. For 
the sake of simplicity, I first set aside the law that is believed to be divinely 
inspired -  that is ju ris ts’ law -  and deal w ith its worldly counterpart, the kanun; 
I introduce the question of the divine only after I focus on the differences 
between the conservative and liberal positions in how they conceive of the 
kanun.

The word kanun, which in m odern Turkish has the meaning o f law, had 
quite different connotations in the mid-sixteenth century. Its more common 
usage then was in the sense of “habitual practice, customary procedure or 
act ion.” In more formal settings it could mean “permissible, lawful, legal,” or 
“regulation.”6 This cluster o f m eanings suggests that the basis of the legality 
of a kanun was custom. This seemed to be the case even for the regulations 
compiled by Ottoman officials, the kanunnames. Omer Lutfi Barkan, the most 
eminent scholar o f the sixteenth-century Ottoman kanuns, states that “deter­
mining the real age of various rules of Ottoman kanuns, and thus understanding 
when they becam e effective, becom es a quite difficult task. However much 
earlier we go back in time, we find ourselves in the depths o f  a law o f customs 
mid precedence which is always based on an older tradition.” As an example, 
Markan points out the possible relationship between the abolition of a certain

1 This tjnc'slion has Ixvn discussed m ostly in llie conlexl o l'crim inal law; see Uriel Heyd, K anun
<m<l S in tn 'a  in O ld O ttom an Crim inal Justice  (Jerusalem : Israel A cadem y o f Sciences and
H um anities, l% 7 ), 15; and I leyd. Studies, ISO 
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practice in the kanunname of A nkara district from 929/1522-3 and a similar 
proclam ation found on an inscription in Kırşehir, not too far from  Ankara, 
dating from  the late thirteenth century.7

However, the trouble with customs is that just as they are “always im m em o­
rial,” they may also be “perfectly up-to-date,” a point made by J. G. A. 
Pocock.8 That is to say, customs change as the society that produces them 
changes. A  m id-sixteenth-century political tract, for instance, announced that 
“old customs are not useful for the people of these days,” w here “custom s” 
could well be read as “kanuns ”9 The Ottoman kanun  was open to change, and 
it did change. For instance, take the question of who could be granted a fief. It 
is quite possible to find during the reign of the same sultan two contradictory 
orders on the same issue. An order from 1530 declared that com m oners were 
the subjects o f the sultan in the same way as were the m embers o f the elite, 
so they could well be granted fiefs. This order also forbid to refer to them  as 
“outsiders” from then on -  commoners had been called “outsiders (ecnebim)” 
by the members of the ruling elite because they were outside the circles from 
which the ruling elite were drawn, such as the devşirme and the descendants of 
the conquerors.10 Fourteen years later, yet another order from the same reign, 
however, prohibited the granting of fiefs to “outsiders.” 11

It had probably been customary practice to grant fiefs only to the m embers 
of the askeri, the Ottoman privileged class the m embers of which included 
the offspring of old noble families and early Ottoman conquerors, as well as 
devşirme s. However, the rules of entering this class were in flux during the 
sixteenth century in parallel with the m onetization of the O ttom an econom y 
and the translation of monetary wealth into political power. Thus one could 
well find those who bought their way into the Ottoman gentry by becom ing 
tax-farmers and securing fiefs for themselves in return.12 This would be the 
“perfectly up-to-date” custom  that reflected the changes in society. Yet one 
could also find strong reactions to such newcomers from  among the old elite, 
who understood the rules that governed access to the privileged class as a 
custom that had not changed since time im m em orial and should never change. 
The field o f customary law, then, became a battlefield to determ ine w hat the 
“real” custom  was.

7 B arkan, K anunlar, lxvi.
8 J. G. A. Pocock, The A ncien t C onstitution and  the Feudal Law : A  Study o f  E nglish  H istorica l 

Thought in the Seventeenth Century: A  R eissue w ith a  R etrospect (Cam bridge: C am bridge 
U niversity Press, 1987), 15.

9 A nonym ous, “K itâbu m esâlih i’l-M üslim în ve m enâfi’i ’l-m ü ’m inîn,” in O sm anlı D evlet 
Teşkilâtına D air Kaynaklar, 115; com pare the usage o f  kanun  with that o f  adet, 93, I I I ,  
118, 120-1 .

10 A kgündüz, O smanlı K anunnâm eleri, vol. IV, 564.
11 Ibid., vol. VI, 349-50 . For another exam ple o f  changing kanuns, see Selaniki Mustal'n, 
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1006, f. 146a.



One could read a large part o f the political literature o f the late sixteenth cen­
tury as arguments for or against a particular definition of the kanun. Because 
custom was ever changing while supposedly ever the same, immemorial yet 
perfectly adapted to new needs, this fluidity presented a serious problem 
for those Ottoman writers o f political tracts who opposed the entry of new­
comers into the political elite. Feeling the im m inent danger of losing their 
privileged status to some “outsiders,” they argued that society consisted of 
classes and everyone had to know one’s place. As noted by R ifa’at Ali Abou- 
El-Haj, the language o f decline that is found in m ost o f the late-sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century political tracts was the product o f this conservative 
attitude toward social change.13 The conservative take on public law in the 
Ottoman context was that it was supposed to arrest social change by defending 
the boundaries betw een the different classes. If public law could not fulfill this 
function, for instance, by preventing the commoners from  entering the politi­
cal elite, then society would be in crisis. Indeed, conservative political tracts 
mostly presented the entry of commoners, the “outsiders,” as the chief disaster 
responsible for the decline of the em pire.14 In contrast, the liberal approach 
found in some political literature o f the period suggested that the old kanuns 
were no good for the new tim es.15

Having presented the conservative and liberal arguments on the adaptability 
of public law to social change, let me introduce the second question that 
interacts with this one; that is, the proper relationship between the divine and 
Ihe worldly -  or the ju rist and the adm inistrator/ruler -  in the making of public 
law. As argued earlier, some o f those who discussed the law mostly in terms 
of the kanun were liberal, at least on certain issues, and thus believed that the 
law needed to adapt to social change. Others were conservative and suggested 
that if the law was not able to arrest social change, then decline was definitely 
impending. A different set of writers, who approached the law mostly in terms 
of ju rists’ law, were similarly divided in their understanding o f the adaptability 
of the law. Let me provide a conservative viewpoint.

Kinahzade Ali, a celebrated Ottom an scholar and ju rist whose Sublime 
ill hies (Ahlak-i A la ’i) was the m ost popular work among the Ottoman read­
ing public for centuries on practical philosophy, which consists of ethics, 
economics -  to be understood as household management -  and politics, exem- 
plified the ju rist who interpreted conservatively what he believed to be the 
divine intention. A common denom inator of many political tracts (nasihat- 
names) of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the concern about class

1' A b o u -E l-H a j ,  “T h e  O t to m a n  nasihatnam e
1,1 I lasan Kali A khisari, “ I lasan Kâlî el-A khisarî ve devlet düzenine ait eseri U sû lü ’l-h ik e m fî  
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boundaries, was articulated in Ahlak-i Ala i in (he most elaborate fashion 
through the intricate relationship among ethics, economics, and politics. In the 
larger scale of society, the boundaries separating different classes become a 
natural extension of the boundaries between the members of the household and 
those between one’s three souls -  the royal (rational), the savage (irascible), 
and the bestial (concupiscent) souls.16 To reach perfection and equilibrium, 
both individually and socially, these boundaries had to be protected. So far 
Km alizade was not any different from more worldly conservatives who argued 
the same point by using the kanun  as the instrum ent of legal control for the 
protection of class boundaries.

W hat made Kmalizade a conservative jurist -  in the sense of a divine 
lawyer: -  as opposed to a conservative supporter o f  the kanun  was his lack 
of confidence in the ability o f the kanun to keep a society in order; that is, 
to maintain the political hegemony of the current political elite. He was well 
aware that social life is an arena in which conflicting interests face each other 
continuously. Everyone has particular desires, and everyone, “especially the 
com m on people whose appetites are not well-refined and are m arked by evil,” 17 
may pursue these individual desires without regard for others. The presence 
of incompatible interests may well bring about situations in which people use 
force to obtain what they want. Hence the need for a supreme government 
run by a potent arbitrator or ruler. However, a potent ruler cannot guarantee 
the longevity of the social order by himself. This ruler has to rule by divine 
law. But why, one m ight ask, could a potent ruler not rule by a different kind 
of law? How about, for instance, a potent king who lays down laws, such as 
Genghis Khan and his yasa, or law? Kmalizade asserted that such m an-made 
laws inevitably pass away as the power of the state declines, as did the laws of 
Genghis Khan, which disappeared after about the late 1440s. In contrast, the 
divine law of Islam has been in force “for almost a thousand years.” 18 Thus a 
government should be based upon the law of God if  it is to last. It is not hard to 
see that Kmalizade invoked G od’s law to prevent “the common people whose 
appetites are not well-refined and are m arked by evil” from entering the ruling 
class, a conservative cause in the late sixteenth century.19

Divinely inspired ju rists’ law, however, did not have to be conservative. Vejdi 
Bilgin demonstrates in a recent study that O ttom an jurists, who legitim ized 
their legal opinions always in reference to divine law, actually displayed a 
great degree o f adaptability toward social change in the late sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. This adaptability was evidenced in matters pertaining

16 O n this division and o ther aspects o f K m ahzade’s w ork, see Baki Tezcan, “The definition o f 
sultanic legitim acy in the sixteenth century O ttom an Em pire: The Ahlâk-ı A lâ  ’Î o f K ınalızâdc 
Ali Ç elebi (1510-1572),” M A  thesis (Princeton U niversity, 1996).

17 K m alizade Ali, A hlâk-ı A l â ' î (Bulak, 1248), book II, 73. 18 Ibid., book II, 74.
19 Baki Tezcan, “E thics as a  dom ain to discuss the political: Kınalı/fule AI i lil'cndi and his

A hlâk-ı A lâ î,” in P roceedings of the International C ongress on Learning and lid iita lion  in 
the O ttom an World, Istanbul, 12 IS  April /W 9 , c<l. Ali ( 'aksu (Islaiihul: IK( 'l( 'A Publications, 
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to economic issues, whereas their prevalent attitude on family issues was 
conservative.20 Thus jurists were selective in their legal attitude toward social 
change, which may well have been line lor those Ottoman writers who worked 
mostly in the worldlier domain of the /«mini as well.

The last question I mentioned at the beginning of this section is the one that 
occupies us throughout the rest of this study, ( 'an  a ruler change public law at 
will, or is he bound by the existing laws in such a way that he is not capable of 
changing them? A simple example that would connect this theoretical question 
with the Ottoman historical experience would be whether a ruler could abolish 
the privileges o f established institutions, such as the janissaries. For instance, 
Osman II, as an absolutist, thought that he could; others, the constitutionalists, 
disagreed. For them, the sultan had certain rights and obligations that included 
the “protection of privileges and entitlem ents of those who were thought to 
deserve them.”21 He could not simply declare them null and void as these were 
foundational bonds that held the Ottoman political structures in place.

Let me em phasize again that the groups I label absolutists and constitution­
alists did not dovetail with conservatives versus liberals. Thus there were both 
conservative and liberal constitutionalists in the sense that some supporters 
o f the limitation o f royal authority were actually interested in arresting social 
change, whereas others were inclined to affirm it. Similarly some conserva­
tives supported absolutism  because they believed it would help them limit 
the impact o f social change, whereas some liberals did the same in order to 
encourage change. This complexity arises from the simple fact that social 
change produces complex results. The age of the Second Em pire was marked 
by two closely related developments: (1) the expansion o f the political nation 
and the subsequent tension that developed between the old elite and the new 
and (2) the reconfiguration of the role o f the dynasty within the expanding 
political nation, which created the two positions of the absolutists and consti­
tutionalists. The expansion of the political nation did not place every newcomer 
in the same sociopolitical space. For instance, many upwardly mobile com ­
moners attempted to enter the provincial political elite in the late sixteenth 
century. However, others tried to jo in  the elite entrenched in the imperial capi­
tal, leading to the inflation of the num ber of personnel of the ruling institution, 
which is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. Both the com m oners who joined the 
provincial elite and those who found a position in the im perial capital had the 
same objective -  ensuring the confirmation of their privileged status -  but at 
limes they had to fight each other to achieve it, as in the case of the Jalali 
rebellions discussed in Chapter 4.

Similarly, one’s particular ideas about the proper relationship between the 
divine and the worldly in the making of public law did not correspond to any 
particular place in the absolutist-constitutionalist divide. It was quite possible
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to make a case for the supremacy of ju rists’ law and yet allow a proper place 
for the royal prerogative within it, as was done frequently in the sixteenth 
century.22 Alternatively, this supremacy could be constructed in such a way 
as to curb the sultan’s authority, as was done in the military rebellions o f the 
late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that are analyzed in Chapters 5 and 
6. Or one m ight construct an ancient constitution based on worldly sources of 
law, yet use this constitution to lim it the authority of the sultan, as is discussed 
shortly. Finally, one could also argue that the royal prerogative is a right granted 
by the ancient constitution, as an Ottoman author suggested to M urad III when 
he claim ed that for Selim I anything that a sultan did was kanun.23

The fact that the groups on either side o f the absolutist-constitutionalist 
divide did not dovetail with those on the two sides of the debate about the proper 
place of the kanun in Ottoman law may be problematic for the secular-minded 
modern reader who might be conditioned to associate constitutionalism  with 
kanun  and absolutism with ju rists’ law. Yet one has to rem em ber that the 
kanun  could well be used for an absolutist project as in the autocratic policies 
of M ehm ed II (1451-81).24 And the Islamic tradition, from which the ju rists’ 
law originates, has been a rich source for alternative political systems from 
the anarchism  of the early Kharijites in the seventh century to the totalitarian 
dictatorship of some Wahhabis in the twentieth; thus it should not be surprising 
that Ottoman jurists could give their support to different political projects.

W hat seems more troublesom e was the lack of correspondence between 
the constitutionalists and liberals, on the one hand, and the absolutists and 
conservatives, on the other. After all, traditional political history has a tendency 
to lump such categories together, as exemplified in the description of the W higs 
as constitutionalist liberals. Yet we do know, for instance, that much before the 
rise of the W higs as a group, the royalist and antiroyalist forces of the English 
Civil War were not divided along class lines, which would have facilitated an 
argument for the liberal upwardly mobile gentry supporting the antiroyalists 
and the conservative wealthy peers defending the royalty. Although more 
peers joined the royalists, some did jo in  the antiroyalists, and others were 
neutrals or turncoats.25 According to one historian, “ [t]he gentry were equally 
divided, w ithout any clearly marked divisions on lines of wealth.”26 Had 
Oliver Cromwell not been on the losing side of a political struggle between 
two factions in his home town of Huntingdon in 1630, he might have continued 
to hold office there and could well have been a royalist during the Civil War, 
instead of beheading Charles I whose father James I was frequently entertained

22 Bilgin, Fakih ve Toplum, 111-23.
23 A nonym ous, “H ırzü ’l-m ülûk,” in Osmanlı D evlet Teşkilâtına D air K aynaklar, 175.
24 H alil İnalcık, “M ehem m ed II,” Encyclopedia o f  Islam, N ew  Edition, vol. VI, 978-81 .
25 Law rence Stone, The Crisis o f  the Aristocracy, 1558-1641 , abridged cd. (London: Oxford 
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by his uncle and namesake, Oliver Cromwell, the “( ¡olden Knight.”27 If one’s 
support of a particular party in the C'ivil War was not a derivative o f one’s class 
or social standing, how could we be sure that it was a product o f one’s ideas 
pertaining to social change?

The absence o f a perfect correspondence between such categories as con­
stitutionalists and liberals, on the one hand, and absolutists and conservatives, 
on the other, does not, however, mean that the struggle between the absolutists 
and the constitutionalists was simply a power struggle among the Ottoman 
elite without any connection to social change, failing  to recognize this signif­
icant distinction may lead one to dismiss the seventeenth-century rebellions 
in the Ottoman Em pire as merely an expression of elite infighting. The socio­
economic changes that took place in the Ottoman Empire throughout the late 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries led to the development of a new social group, 
which consisted o f people who were successful both in using the monetization 
of the economy to their own advantage and in translating this economic advan­
tage to political status by demanding, for instance, that tax-farm ing should be 
rewarded by askeri status. The entry o f such newcomers into the political 
elite in the late sixteenth century led to the expansion of the political nation. 
It was these new players who challenged the political dom ination of the old 
elite and forced its m embers either to form  alliances with them or to take an 
active stance against them. At the end, the political struggle took place along 
the boundaries of royal authority betw een parties that included members of 
both the old and the new elite. Thus, as is demonstrated in some detail in 
the following chapters, the struggle was brought about by the socioeconomic 
forces that forged the new elite in the first place.

Having made all the necessary qualifications, it is time to focus on how the 
constitutionalist case was made by one of its m ost eloquent defenders, Mustafa 
Âli,28 against M urad III, the sultan who instigated a num ber o f projects with 
absolutist agendas. M urad III was keen on changing the role o f the sultan on 
the Ottoman political stage. W hen he came to Istanbul to succeed his father 
Selim II, very late on Tuesday night, D ecem ber 21,1574, he alm ost kissed the 
hand of Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha, who, as grand vizier for the past nine years, 
had nearly controlled the empire all by him self.29 Sokollu’s powerful grip on 
politics was not lost on M urad I l l ’s consultants. The anonymous author of the 
Castle o f  Kings, for instance, urged the sultan to take the initiative in making 
appointments to the imperial administrative and bureaucratic structures:

T he p leasu re  o f  the su ltan a te  is in b es to w in g  [offices]. S ince  q u ite  a  few  y ea rs  b estow al [o f 
(iH ices| has left |th e  d o m ain  of] th e  su ltan s  an d  fa llen  u n d e r th e  co n tro l o f  th e  g ran d  v iz iers. 
I''or today  all offices are g iven  to  th o se  w h o  are  p ro tég és o f  the  g ra n d  v iz ie r  a n d  p u t fo rw ard
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by  h im  |fo r  o f lic c |. T hu s (hose w h o  g e t an  office are und er th e  im p ress io n  th a t all p o w er 
o f  d isp o sa l |o v e r | ap p o in tm en ts  an d  d ism issa ls  is in the  h an d s o f  the  g ran d  vizier. U nder 
th e se  c ircu m stan ces , those  w h o  a re  ap p o in ted  to  a p o st feel th ey  m ust n o t ac t ag a in s t his 
co n sen t, an d  m u st fo llow  h is o rd ers , w h e th e r g o o d  o r ev il.30

The sultan did follow these suggestions and started to use his own discretion 
in making appointments. Instead of letting his viziers run the imperial network 
o f clients, M urad III attempted to control the reins himself. A t some point in 
1580, he even entertained the idea of dispensing altogether with the office 
o f the grand vizier.31 M urad I l l ’s tendency toward absolute control led his 
critics, such as M ustafa Ali and Selaniki, to complain about his accepting 
bribes, making many appointments personally, and not leaving the viziers and 
the jurists any independence.32 M urad III later came to be remembered as the 
sultan during whose reign respect for the kanun disappeared and the declinc 
of the empire started.33

The significance of the reign o f M urad III in the construction of the Ottoman 
decline narrative cannot be overstated. Many contemporary accounts as well as 
several modern studies have identified either 1574, the year of his accession to 
the Ottoman throne, or 1579, when Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha was assassinated, 
leading to M urad I l l ’s more direct control of state affairs, as the beginning 
of the em pire’s degeneration or decline. M urad I l l ’s personal style of govern­
ment, the increasing influence o f royal women and palace officials in imperial 
government during his reign, the sale of offices, and even his character traits arc 
invoked in the literature to make a case for his responsibility for the Ottoman 
decline.34

Clearly, M urad III was attempting to change the way the empire was run. All 
the complaints made about his ruling style add up to a portrait o f a monarch 
who wanted to have absolute control of his empire from within the walls 
o f his palace; hence, my suggestion that one can talk about absolutism and 
absolutists in the late sixteenth century. Obviously, the palace had been a very 
significant center for imperial administration before M urad III. However, as 
described in Chapter 3, the patrimonial rule o f Siileyman was to a large extent 
based on the delegation of authority to military slaves. Murad III, in contrast, 
came to suspect m ost o f them .35

It was in response to M urad I l l ’s absolutist political projects that authors 
such as M ustafa Ali made an attempt to anchor the concept of kanun  in more 
stable ground than the elusive field of custom and then to fortify it with legal

30 A nonym ous, “H ırzü’l-M ülûk,” 188. 31 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 128.
32 Ibid., vol. II, 4 2 7 -8 , 4 3 1 -2 ; Fleischer, Bureuacrat and  In tellectual, 296.
33 M ehm et Öz, O sm anlI’da “Ç özü lm e” ve G elenekçi Yorumcuları (Istanbul: Dergah, 1997), (> t
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35 M urad I l l’s absolutist policies are discussed further in C hapter !.
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perfection so that its alteration would become a sacrilege. One such ground 
could be the legislation of a founding lather, a man who conquered the land 
and laid down its laws once and for all. Who would he a better candidate for 
this role than M ehm ed II, known as “ flic ( onqueror”? Some already regarded 
Mehmed II as the founder of several Ottoman institutions. For instance, in 
Idris BidllsT’s Persian work of history, llnslil Hiliisht (the Eight Paradises), 
which covered the reigns of the first eight Ottoman sultans (Osman through 
B aye/, id II), a section was devoted to the military organization of the empire at 
the beginning o f its account o f the reign of Mehmed 11.36 Mustafa Ali seemed to 
have been inspired by this section, yet what he wrote went far beyond BidlTsT’s 
presentation. In his m ajor world history entitled the Essence o f  History, Ali 
created in the person of M ehmed II a founding father o f Ottoman laws that 
could be regarded as once-and-for-all enactments. Mustafa Ali did this by 
devoting a lengthy section in his account o f the reign of M ehm ed II to the 
organization of the higher Ottoman administration, right after describing the 
conquest of Constantinople and the sultan’s construction activities in his new 
capital. Thus he created the impression that M ehm ed II conquered the city that 
became the capital o f the empire, built the imperial palace and a num ber of 
major mosques that turned the city into a M uslim  capital, and then laid down 
the laws of his state.37

Mustafa Âli kept working on this historical portrait and revisited the topic in 
n later work in which he buttressed the argum ent for the im peccable Ottoman 
laws legislated by M ehm ed II. In this work, he narrated a conversation that 
Mehmed II was supposed to have had with his grand vizier M ahm ud Pasha. 
Alter stating that M ehmed II and his vizier M ahmud Pasha laid down the 
kiinun-i kadim  (the ancient constitution), Ali wrote that M ehm ed II asked 
Mahmud Pasha what could possibly destroy their kingdom:

M ahm ud  P aşa  an sw ered , “ O n ly  the  E te rn a l K in g  do es n o t pass aw ay. H ow ever, am o n g  p oor 
n ir lh ly  ru le rs  th e re  is  no  p a th  su re r o r  f irm er th an  th is  ka nun  w e hav e  es tab lish ed . D esp ite  
Ils stren g th , th e re  are  still tw o  w ay s in w h ich  th e  k in g d o m  an d  sta te  co u ld  b e  d estro y ed . O ne 
is Ihe case  in w h ich  o n e  o f  y o u r  nob le  d e scen d an ts  m ig h t n o t o b se rv e  th e  ka n u n , say ing  th a t 
kılının  is w ha tev er h e  d ecrees . T h e  se co n d  w ay  fo f  des tru c tio n ] is th e  en try  o f  unau th o rized  
|<'<7/W«| p eop le  in to  th e  m ilita ry , w h ich  w ill d es tro y  th e  o rd e r  o f  th e  se rv ito rs  [kul] o f  the 
s la te .,K

As far as I know, this conversation, which would have had to take place before 
Mahmud Pasha died in 1474, is not to be found in any source until Ali recorded 
it some lime around 1598.

Idns Biillisi, Ih is/n  hihislil, N iiruosm aniye Kütüphanesi 3209, ff. 358a-364b . 
u This pai l o f  llii" K tsi-m r o f  H istory  is available in a critical ed ition  by M . H iidai Şentürk,

Kiin/iit'l alibiii. r. II: 1'iilili Sullnii M ehm ed  devri, 1451 14ftI (A nkara: T ürk  Tarih Kurumu,
.’0 1 ) 0 , 9  l ( H .
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Quite significantly, Âli attributed to Mehmed II social conservatism -  that 
is, opposition to the entry of commoners into the elite -  in parallel with 
constitutionalism, which was meant to tie the hands of the sultan vis-à-vis 
the law. As suggested earlier, it was the entry o f a new social group into 
the ruling elite that had started the political struggles between the absolutists 
and the constitutionalists. It is not a coincidence that this presentation of the 
kanun as an unchanging law enacted once and for all by an ideal sultan, the 
Conqueror, came at the conclusion of a work that started with an introduction 
giving special emphasis to the execution of regulations on fixed prices.39 After 
all, commercial and financial activities were the forces creating a new group 
of commoners who, using their economic power, were buying the privileged 
status of an asker, a m em ber of the Ottoman political elite. To close the 
doors o f legitimacy on these new practices, w hich could well assume the 
status of law had the kanun  kept its elusive nature associated with custom, 
the kanun  had to be frozen so that even future sultans could not change 
it. That was what Ali did in his presentation o f M ehmed II as the founder of 
Ottoman kanuns, which he made sure to portray as definitive constants. In Â li’s 
presentation, it was M urad III who was really responsible for the alterations 
in the ancient constitution; thus his constitutionalist critique of M urad I l l ’s 
absolutism coexisted with a conservative attitude toward social change.

M ustafa A li’s construction of M ehmed II as the founder of Ottoman laws 
was so successful that many later scholars assumed that the historian actually 
had seen the document known as the “Kanunname  of M ehmed II,” or the 
“Law-Book of M ehm ed II.”40 This docum ent is a collection of regulations 
that mainly governed issues related to precedence and promotion w ithin the 
higher levels of the state administration. It was thought to have been produced 
during the last years of the reign of M ehm ed II, who died in 1481. Yet as 
argued elsewhere, a comparison of the relevant section in the work of M ustafa 
Ali with the “Law-Book” suggests that he had not seen it.41 W hat is interest­
ing, however, is that M ustafa A li’s construction o f Mehmed II as the founder 
o f Ottoman law became a successful project. The oldest extant copy of the 
“Law-Book o f M ehmed II” dates from the early seventeenth century, almost 
150 years after its supposed production. W hether or not the docum ent is a 
forgery,42 it only became relevant after M ehm ed II was successfully con­
structed as the founder of Ottoman laws by M ustafa Ali and his likes.

M ustafa Ali was not alone in making a case for founding fathers and the 
unalterable nature o f the laws enacted by them. Earlier during the reign ol 
M urad III, an anonymous translator produced a Turkish translation of the

39 M u s ta fa  Ali ,  Fusûl-i hall u ‘akcl f î  usûl-i hare u nakd, Pr ince ton  Univers i ty ,  Is lamic
M anuscripts M S 106B, f. 2b.

40 See,  fo r  in s tance ,  A b d ü lk a d i r  Ô zcan ,  éd., Fatih Sultan M ehm ed: Kdnuninhiie-i ÂI-İ Osman
(Tahlil ve Karşılaştırm alı M etin ) (Istanbul: K ilabcvi,  2003 ) ,  xxxv.

41 Tezcan,  “T h e  K ân i innâm c  o f  M ch ıned  II,” ivSX.
42 T h e re  is not en o u j ’.li ev id en ce  to pass conc lus ive  judgm ent  on this ques t ion ;  ibid., (>(>2 t,

n. I (.



Hook o f  China, a Persian work of the early sixteenth century by ' All Akbar. 
Although the Book o f  China had a certain emphasis on the notion of law, 
Ihe Turkish translation, tellingly entitled the Ixiw-Book o f  China, made this 
emphasis the center o f the work, arguing that Chinese rulers cannot change 
their ancient laws even one iota. Should they try doing so, they would be 
deposed.43 As it happens, the Essence o f  History, the work of world history in 
which M ustafa Âli constructed Mehmed II as the founder of Ottoman laws, 
described, among other things, the history of China. His section on China 
was based to a large extent on the Book o f  China and included a reference to 
the custom of deposing rulers who did not abide by their laws,44 which was 
much more of an Ottoman construct than a Chinese tradition. The anonymous 
translator of the Law-Book o f  China and M ustafa Âli were equally impressed 
by the emphasis on law that they found in the China that 'A ll Akbar created.45 
The Law-Book o f  China, which was translated around 1582; the Essence 
o f History, which M ustafa Âli wrote in the 1590s; and the “Law-Book of 
Mehmed II,” which started to circulate around the beginning o f the early 
seventeenth century, are examples of the constitutionalist trend in Ottoman 
politics, which was to have a powerful im pact on dynastic traditions in the 
early seventeenth century.46

Circumscribing dynastic traditions by legal principles

Arguably the m ost significant constitutional issue in any monarchy is the 
question of succession. For instance, the first and only Ottoman written con­
stitution of 1876 addressed this issue in its third article, directly after stating 
in its first two articles that the Ottoman Empire is indivisible and its capital 
is Istanbul.47 Therefore the change in Ottoman succession that was brought 
about by Sa’deddinzade E s’ad’s enthronem ent of M ustafa I in 1617 should

-l 1 ‘ AIT Akbar, Tercüme-i Ta 'rth-i N evâdir-i Ç în-i M âçîn , anonym ous translation  (Istanbul, 1270), 
5 -6 ; Baki Tezcan, “The m ultiple faces o f  the One: the invocation section o f O ttom an literary 
introductions as a locus for the central argum ent o f  the text,” M iddle E astern  Literatures 12 
(2009): 2 7 -4 1 , at 35-8 .

'H M ustafa Â li, Künhü ’l-ahbâr, M illi K ütüphane, A  68, f. 139b; com pare A kbar and anonym ous, 
Tercüme, 38; ‘AİT Akbar, Khitdy-nüm e, ed. Iraj A fshâr, 2nd ed. (Tehran, 1372), 93.
Yih-M in Lin, the only scholar w ho attem pted  a thorough com parison o f  the inform ation 
provided by ‘AIT A kbar w ith C hinese sources, believes that A kbar had probably never m ade 
il U> C hina him self; see h is A li E k b e r’in H itaynam e adlı eserinin Çin kaynakları ile m ukayese  
ve tenkidi (Tai-Pei, 1967).

■|,i l ;or an exploration o f the literary expressions o f  O ttom an absolutism , see Baki Tezcan, “The 
politics o f  early m odern O ttom an historiography,” in The Early M odern  O ttom ans: Rem apping  
the Empire, eds. Virginia H. Aksan and D aniel G offm an (C am bridge: C am bridge U niversity 
Press, 2007), 17 1 80; B. Te/.can, “Law  in C hina or conquest in the A m ericas: com peting 
constructions o f  political space in the early m odern O ttom an E m pire,” forthcom ing in Journal 
o f  World H istorr, anıl B. T o/can, "Som e thoughts on the politics o f early  m odern O ttom an 
science,” in llevond D om inant t ’aradigm s ill O ttom an am i M iddle Eastern/N orth A frican  
Studies: A Tribute to H ifa'at Abou tit llitj, eds. Donald Q uatacrl anıl Baki Tezcan (Istanbul: 
İSAM, toilhcomin)',).
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be regarded as a major constitutional development in Ottoman history, an 
important step toward the circumscription o f dynastic authority by legal prin­
ciples. In this section I briefly describe the Ottoman dynastic traditions of 
succession and then analyze Es’ad’s enthronem ent of M ustafa I in the context 
o f the growing authority ascribed to the office o f the mufti at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century.

The surviva l o f  Prince M ustafa

Obviously, it was Prince M ustafa’s survival during the reign o f Ahmed I (1603- 
17) that made possible his enthronement upon the death of his brother. For 
those who are not fam iliar with traditional means o f Ottoman succession, the 
survival o f a younger brother during the reign of his elder brother may not seem 
to be a significant fact. Yet the royal custom of Ottoman rulers had been to kill 
all their brothers because, in the words of Leslie Peirce, all princes regardless 
o f their age were legitimate “candidates for the throne, no m atter how slim 
the odds of their becoming sultan.”48 Thus fratricidal wars were a regular 
feature o f  Ottoman history, especially in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries -  
for instance, there were wars between the sons of Bayezid I, M ehm ed II, 
Bayezid II, and Süleyman I.

Acquiring the throne at the end of a fatal com petition functioned as an ordeal 
for Ottoman princes that determined the one who had the divine m andate to 
rule. Halil İnalcık traces the importance o f this divine mandate to rule to Central 
A sia where Turkish rulers would attribute their position to divine grace and 
their personal kut, w hich may be translated as auspiciousness, fortune, luck, 
and felicity. Not surprisingly, the Arabic word dawla, which is related to 
change and rotation and evolved to have the meaning of “state” in Arabic, 
Persian, and Turkish {devlet), has the same range of connotations in the sense 
of representing a turn o f fortune. Thus the devlet o f a certain Ottoman prince 
was both his fortune and his turn in political power; the two were inseparable. 
If he did not have devlet in the sense o f fortune, he would not have his turn 
in power either. In a sense, then, in a fratricidal struggle, princes would be 
testing each other’s fortunes, an act for which there is even an idiomatic 
expression in Turkish, devlet sınaşmak, literally, testing one another’s devlet. 
For example, the inhabitants o f Edirne in the early fifteenth century demanded 
such a test when two Ottoman princes claim ed sovereignty over the city, which 
was the Ottoman capital at the time. W hoever proved to have devlet on his 
side would take control of the state capital.49 The sacred connotations of such 
a charismatic source of authority should be obvious.

48 Peirce, Im peria l Harem, 96.
49 Hali l  İna lc ık ,  “T h e  O t to m a n  success ion  and  ils re la t ion  to (he Turk ish  concep t  o f  sovereign ly ,"  

tr. D o u g la s  H ow ard ,  in II. İnalc ık , The M iddle I'.asl am i the Halkmış under the Otlaman  
Empire: Essays on Econom y and Socielv  iB loomin j. ’lon: Ind iana  t lu iversily  Turkish Sludics, 
1993), 37  69; Ö m e r  Asnı ı A ksoy  and Delili D ilc in ,  'Hırımın Sihliiyji, 8 vols. (A nka ra :  Tii ik 
Dil K urum u ,  l')(> t / / ) ,  vol V, M M; M rl im e d  Neşr i ,  Kihih ı ( İhını niuiid, vol II, SO1).
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After the establishm ent of the rule of seniority, however, Ottoman princes 
no longer had to prove their devlef, they ju st had to wait their turn, which did 
not leave much room  for imagining a sacred source of authority or ascribing 
charisma. In contrast to the earlier practice in which they would serve in a 
provincial governorship that would both prepare them for the sultanate by 
providing some experience in government and offer them  an opportunity to 
build a following, all princes were now kept in the imperial palace. The caliber 
ol' teachers assigned to their education fell dramatically, and they were denied 
mobility outside the residential part o f the palace where they had to live in an 
apartment that cam e to be known as the “cage,” or kafes.50 Not surprisingly, 
Ihe Ottoman dynasty produced much weaker sultans in this period. Although 
many a historian identified this weakness as one of the reasons for the Ottoman 
decline,51 its political implication, that is, leaving more room  for other actors in 
I lie polity and thereby implicitly lim iting royal power, has not been adequately 
explored.52

This shift -  from  a race that was open to all princes and only ended when 
one undisputed winner m urdered all of his brethren, to the rule of senior­
ity -  did not happen overnight. After the Ottoman civil war between Princes 
Hayezid and Selim  during the later years of the reign of Suleyman, only 
one Ottoman prince, who becam e practically the crown prince, remained in 
(lie provinces during the reigns of Selim  II (1566-74) and M urad III (1574- 
(>5). However, M urad III in 1574 and M ehm ed III in 1595 still murdered their 
brothers. W hy then did not Ahmed I order the execution of his younger brother 
Mustafa?

Elsewhere, I suggest that Prince M ustafa survived the accession of his 
brother m ost probably because their father had died too young. Ahmed I 
bccame sultan at the age of thirteen, thus risking the continuation of the 
Ottoman dynastic line. M ustafa was left alive during the early years of 
Ahmed I ’s reign because, first, even though Ahmed fathered two sons within 
til most a year, his sons were too young to ensure the dynasty’s future, and sec­
ond, Mustafa was m ost probably m uch younger than it is generally assumed 
mid thus did not present a serious political threat. Yet his survival during the 
lust years o f Ahmed I ’s reign after the sultan’s sons had becom e teenagers 
titkI Mustafa had grown into adulthood is another m atter that needs fur­
ther consideration.53 One wonders, for instance, whether Ahmed could have

111 Tczcan, "Searching for O sm an,” 189, 3 7 3 -4 ; A ga D ede, T a’rîh-nâm e, Gazi H usrev-begova 
Itibhotcka, R-9724, 34.

11 llcrnard I ,ewis, “Som e reflections on the decline o f  the O ttom an E m pire,” Studia Islam ica 9 
< l ‘)NX): I I I  27, at 112-13.

11 I'or a significant exception, see Abou-RI-Haj, The 1703 R ebellion , 12.
1' I Ink i Tczcan, “The debut o f  Kösem S ultan’s political career,” Turcica  40 (2008): 347-59 ; for 

Ihe limits ol the ease made there, see Tczcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 98; for new evidence on 
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considered his brother as a successor to him self as some European contem po­
raries claimed in their explanation o f M ustafa’s succession in 1617.54

The ultim ate source for the dynastic history o f the reign of Ahmed I was 
M ustafa Safi, the sultan’s imam, or prayer leader. In his writings, Safi never 
m entioned the name of M ustafa, thus practically denying his existence.55 
Although he did refer to princes in general a few times while describing some 
o f the trips undertaken by Ahmed, Safi only once mentioned their names 
in a public ceremony: in February 1614, while Ahmed was about to enter 
Istanbul on his return trip from Edirne, he ordered that the princes Osman 
and M ehm ed be mounted on horses.56 Thus the public, probably for the first 
time, got an opportunity to see the sons o f Ahm ed riding horses. But what is 
more im portant to note was the absence of the name of M ustafa at this point. 
Moreover, although all o f the extant Venetian reports from the reign o f Ahmed 
talked about his brother, they never mentioned his name. Though the public 
knew that a brother o f the sultan was alive,57 Ahm ed did nothing to present 
him as his successor. Therefore it might be safe to conclude that, as far as 
Ahmed was concerned, his younger brother M ustafa was not a real option for 
succession.

However, we do not know whether Ahmed could easily have gotten away 
with executing Mustafa, had he decided to do so. W hen M urad III and Mehmed 
III ordered the execution of their brothers at the time of their respective 
accessions, these acts were seen as unfortunate but still in line with Ottoman 
tradition.58 Yet when Osman II decided to execute his younger brother Mehmed 
before leaving the capital for a military campaign in 1621, he apparently could 
not secure an affirmative legal opinion from the grand mufti and then asked for 
one from  the chief justice of the European provinces, who granted it.59 W hat is 
significant is not simply that the mufti declined to justify the execution; more 
importantly, an Ottoman sultan had to ask for an affirmative legal opinion to 
execute his brother. Apparently in the early seventeenth century fratricide was 
no longer regarded as a basic custom of the Ottoman dynasty that the sultans

54 R ichard K nolles and E dw ard G rim ston, The G eneral H istorie  o f  the Turkes, 3rd ed. (London: 
A dam  Islip , 1621), 1372; anonym ous, “The strangling and death o f  the G reat T urk,” reprinl 
o f  the original edition o f  July 15, 1622, w ith revised spelling in The H arleian  M iscellany, 
vol. 4 (London, 1745), 34.

55 In contrast, A hm ed’s elder brothers, who had died before A hm ed w as enthroned, are men 
tioned; M ustafa Safi, M ustafa S â fî’nin Z ü b d e tü ’t-tevâ rîh ’i, ed. Ibrahim  H akkı Çuhadar, 
vols. (A nkara: Türk Tarih K urum u, 2003), vol. I, 22.

56 Ibid., vol. II, 150, 204, 245, 304.
57 M aria P ia Pedani-Fabris, ed., R elazioni di am bascia tori veneti al senato , vol. XIV: Con 

stantinopoli, Relazioni inedite (1512-1789) (Padova: B ottega d ’Erasm o, 1996), 514; N icolo 
B arozzi and  G uglielm o Berchet, eds., Le relazioni degli sta ti europei lette al senato dağlı 
am basciatori veneziani nel secolo decim osettim o: Turchia, 2 vols. (Venice, 1871-2), vol. I, 
131,292.

58 See, for instance, M ustafa Âli, K ünhü'l-ahbûr, İstanbul Üniversitesi K ütüphanesi, TY 
f. 497a.

59 H asa n b e y za d e  A h m ed ,  Ihısan Ilex .title laıîlıi, eti. Nezih i Ayktıl, 3 vols. (A nka ra :  Ti irk Tarih 
Kıırıımıı, 2004 ) ,  vol. Ill, 9.V/; IVc;rvi, Id'ıilı, vol. II, *75.



could apply at their discretion. l ;or inslancc, Murad IV could only order the 
execution o f his two brothers alter lie established his political charism a with 
the reconquest of Yerevan in 1635, suggesting lliat even a sultan known for 
his iron fist could not easily afford to carry I he political burden o f fratricide.60 
Later in 1669, an alleged plot to cxecule the brothers of Mehmed IV led to 
large-scale popular protests in the capital.61 Il is probably not a coincidence 
that the oldest extant manuscript o f the “ha nun name of Mehmed II,” in which 
fratricide was declared to be legal, was copicd in 1029/1620, around the time 
when a mufti opposed the practice for the first time. Clearly, the legitimacy 
of fratricide, a fundamental question of Ottoman public law, was then being 
debated in Ottoman politics. Thus the process that had started when Suleyman 
asked for the opinions o f the high-ranking jurists about the execution o f his 
son Bayezid was reaching its final destination: judicial scrutiny of the royal 
prerogative.62

The grand mufti who opposed the execution o f Prince M ehm ed in 1621 was 
I is’ad, a powerful lord of the law and one of the sons of Sa’deddin, a former 
mufti who had served M urad III and M ehm ed III as mentor. E s’ad had also 
held the position of the grand mufti during the last two years o f Ahmed I ’s 
reign. He was preceded by his elder brother M ehmed, who was mufti from 
1608 to 1615 and enjoyed the political prestige of his family, ju st as much as 
would his younger brother. Thus there is some ground to argue that, even if 
Ahmed I had intended to execute his brother M ustafa, he m ight not have been 
able to back his decision with the legitimizing opinion of his chief jurists, a 
point I reiterate later w ith additional examples. Perhaps it was this awareness 
I hat led Ahmed I to let his younger brother live. W hether this was indeed the 
case, it was definitely E s’ad who enthroned M ustafa I in 1617 in opposition 
lo the established Ottoman dynastic traditions, thus, in effect, denying the 
dynasty the authority to decide on a fundamental aspect o f public law.

/',,v 'ad and  the office o f  the grand  m ufti a t the beginning  
o f  the seventeenth  century

In 1 his section I underline the political independence of E s’ad and other muftis 
during the reign of Ahm ed I and chart the political em powerm ent of the office 
of I he mufti at the turn of the seventeenth century. During most o f the reign of 
Ahmed 1, the brothers M ehm ed and E s’ad m onopolized the office of the grand 
mttfli (the mufti of the imperial capital Istanbul). M ehm ed was appointed to 
I his post for the second time in June 1608 and continued to hold it until his 
death in July 1615. His uninterrupted tenure of seven years in the office of

1,11 K;itil)(,Vli-hi, F r jrk r ,  vol. II. I7X.
1,1 I■.vIiy;i C i' lchi,  i'.vHvtt {'clchi SfYiiluiiiiiiiiu’xi, 10 vols. ( Is tanbul ,  1 3 1 4 -1 9 3 8 ) ,  vol. VIII , 429 ;
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the mufti was the longest since the death of Kbussu’ud in 1574. Upon the 
death of M ehmed, his younger brother Es’ad succeeded him and held the 
position continuously until the deposition of Osman II in M ay 1622. E s’ad 
was appointed mufti once again in October 1623 and died in office in May 
1625.

Both M ehmed and E s’ad were powerful actors on the political stage of 
the imperial capital as they had inherited the political legacy of their father 
Sa’deddin, who had served two sultans as mentor and also held the office of 
the mufti. Some of their decisions were quite critical for the interests o f the 
dynasty. For instance, M ehm ed seemed to have played an important role in 
the execution of Nasuh Pasha, the grand vizier and son-in-law of the sultan, 
in 1614. As for E s’ad, narrative sources related two significant legal cases in 
w hich he made decisions to the detriment of the dynasty’s interests. In the first 
case, E s’ad was instrumental in denying M ehm ed III a great sum o f money 
from  the tribute of Egypt, which used to be the sultan’s own “pocket money.” 
In the second one, he forced the Queen M other Safiye Sultan to dismiss her 
representative, who was handling the construction of the mosque she had 
endowed.63 Thus E s’ad was independent enough to act in defiance of the will 
of the Ottoman royal family.

In short, both M ehmed and E s’ad, with the immense political influence and 
wealth they inherited from  their father Sa’deddin, definitely had the prestige to 
lead the lords of the law, or the mevali, as grand muftis. M oreover they did not 
seem to m ind going against the interests of the m ost powerful m embers of the 
Ottoman polity, such as the dynasty and a grand vizier like Nasuh Pasha. Thus 
they were at least strong enough to attempt to defy the will o f the sultan, as 
E s’ad did in 1621 when Osman II asked him  to affirm his decision to execute 
his brother Prince M ehmed. We do not know w hether Ahmed I ever consulted 
M ehm ed or E s’ad about the question of fratricide. But if he did so, they were 
in a position to oppose the idea, not simply because they were powerful and 
courageous lords of the law but also because the position they occupied and 
the law they represented had gained tremendous political capital throughout 
the sixteenth century.

As argued in the first chapter, the intervention of the political authority 
into the domain of ju rists’ law had also opened the way for the jurists to be 
actively involved in the highest circles of dynastic politics. This development 
may be illustrated well by discussing the role o f the grand mufti in some o f the 
revolts staged by the political opposition in the capital in the early years o f the 
seventeenth century. I first show how the court and the imperial administration 
used symbols o f ju rists’ law to portray themselves as zealous guardians of 
law and order. Then I suggest that the opposition was able to do the same by 
forming an alliance with the grand mufti. As a result o f these developments

63 Tezcan ,  ‘T h e  O t to m a n  incviili," ,W7 406



the em peror found  h im self unable to attend to his own fam ily  affairs w ithout 
the sanction o f  the grand  m ufti.

At the turn of the seventeenth century the Ottoman sultanate faced one of 
its most serious crises of legitimacy. The army had been engaged in a long war 
against the Habsburgs in Central Europe since 1593, and the M a li rebellions 
hadjust started in A natolia with the rise of Abdiilhalim Karayazici, bringing the 
court o f M ehm ed III under heavy attack from all corners. In November 1599, 
the first news of K arayazici’s political ambitions for an independent kingdom 
reached the capital. Apparently he was issuing orders with an imperial seal 
that read “Halim Shah, may he be victorious.” His orders, some examples of 
which were sent to Istanbul by M ehm ed Pasha, who was besieging him in Urfa, 
were penned by his nişancı, or seal-bearer, Zeydi, an Ottoman officer who had 
previously aspired to becom e a secretary in the imperial adm inistration but had 
failed. Moreover, Karayazici had appointed a number o f judges; made Hüseyin 
Pasha, an Ottoman pasha turned “rebel,” his grand vizier; and was organizing 
his new recruits in the Ottoman imperial fashion as janissaries, bölük halkı 
(cavalry divisions), acemiyan  (janissary cadets), and çavuşes (heralds). Finally 
Karayazici was reportedly claiming that his genealogy went back to former -  
unidentified -  shahs and that the Prophet had appeared to him in a dream and 
granted him the right to rule.64

W hile the provinces were in turmoil, in Istanbul the people close to the court 
o f M ehmed III were being constantly accused of corruption. As is touched upon 
in Chapters 3 and 5, the absolutist political posture o f the court was drawing 
much criticism. These criticisms soon turned into violent confrontations. In 
the last days of M arch 1600, Esperanza M alchi, the Jewish kiera  (lady in 
Greek) known to have been very close to the Queen Mother, was lynched 
by the cavalry soldiers who believed that the debased coins, w ith which they 
were paid, had been received from  her tax-farm payments. The soldiers also 
demanded the heads of the chief gardener and the chief white eunuch of the 
sultan, but were appeased after they had lynched M alchi and her son.65 A year 
later, in March 1601, the cavalry soldiers staged yet another confrontation. 
Once again they insisted on the execution o f the chief white eunuch, Gazanfer 
Agha. The troops threatened the sultan by stating that “ [t]hey would accept 
and obey him as their loyal Prince, if  not, they would depose him and put 
up some other in his place, that would govern according to their ancient and

','1 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 834, 846-7 ; K atib Ç elebi, Fezleke, vol. I, p. 143; see also M ustafa 
A kdağ, C elâ li İsyanları, 1550-1603  (A nkara; A nkara Ü niversitesi Dil ve Tarih-C oğrafya 
Fakültesi Yayınları, 1963), 199, 2 4 6 -9 ; and M ichael A. C ook, Population Pressure in R ural 
Anatolia, 1450-1600  (London: O xford U niversity  Press, 1972), 36 n. 6.

Il’' I te r o ther son saved h im self by converting to Islam and prom ising to pay their debts to the 
treasury. He apparently becam e known as Aksak M ustafa Ç avuş and died during the reign of 
İbrahim (1640 X );Selaniki, Tarih, vol. 11, X54 7; N a’ima, Ta'rth-i Na'îıııâ , 6 vols. (Istanbul, 
12X1 3), vol. I, 231, 217; tin- I '.n;'lisli am bassador I,olio’s dispatch on M arch 29, 1600; NA, 
S I’ *>7/'I, I. 77; on the term kiera. sec I II. M ordlm ann, “ Die jiidischen Kira im Serai dcr 
Sultane," M itleilin iyin  ties Si inmai s jut ot ii-nialist lwn Sprarlii'ii ( 11)2(>): I \K.



canon laws.”66 At the turn of the seventeenth century, not only had the concept 
o f deposition entered the Ottoman political vocabulary but also the members 
o f the central cavalry troops had already developed an articulate language of 
legitimate opposition that made references to a constitutional tradition. This 
time they were appeased by the intervention o f Cıgalazade Sinan Pasha and 
the dismissal of the chief gardener of the sultan.67

One o f the ways in which the Ottoman government responded to this crisis 
o f legitimacy was to use legal symbols of public order and social discipline. By 
em phasizing the strict application of ju rists’ law in the Ottoman domains, the 
sultan tried to respond to the criticisms directed against his court. Probably the 
m ost illustrative examples suggesting that the turn o f the seventeenth century 
was a tim e of legal displays of social discipline were the orders regarding the 
clothing of non-M uslims and alcohol consumption, conservative regulations 
that had been very rarely enforced in Ottoman history. In 1600 and 1601 
orders were issued that, among other things, banned Christians and Jews from 
wearing silk.68 In April 1601, right after the M arch 1601 incident involving 
the cavalry soldiers and concurrently with the dispatch of an army against 
Karayazici under the leadership of the vizier Hacı İbrahim Pasha, the use of 
alcohol was strictly prohibited, all taverns closed (see Fig. 4), and the office of 
the finance ministry that collected taxes from the sale o f alcohol abolished -  all 
of which were reinstated once the political stage seemed to be under control in 
the fall o f 1602 for, needless to say, taxes m attered much more than the strict 
application o f conservative interpretations of ju rists’ law that became popular 
during political crises.69

It was not only the government, however, that embraced symbols of a 
zealous adherence to law and order. The political opposition was also aligning 
itself with jurists and ju rists’ law by creating an alliance with the grand mufti 
Sun’ullah Efendi, who seemed to have been involved in the revolts o f 1600 
and 1601 as a supporter of the cavalry troops.70 On Monday, January 6, 1603, 
the members of the elite cavalry units finally succeeded in forcing M ehmed III

66 The d ispatch  o f  the English am bassador Lello  on M arch 25, 1601; NA, SP  97/4, f. 131a (in 
m odernized spelling).

67 H asanbeyzade, Târih, vol. I ll, 640; C alendar o f  State Papers and m anuscrip ts relating In 
English affairs, existing in the archives and  collections o f  Venice, and  in o ther libraries o f  
northern Italy , 38 vols. [in 40] (London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1864-1947), vol. IX , 450; 
Tezcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 348, n. 178.

68 C alendar o f  State Papers -  Venetian, vol. IX, 444.
69 A bdül’aziz  K araçeleb izade ,R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr (B ulak, 1248),490; Katib Ç elebi, Fezleke, vol. I, 

p. 143; C engiz O rhonlu, ed., O smanlı Tarihine A id  Belgeler: Telhisler, 1597-1 6 0 7  (Istanbul: 
Istanbul Ü niversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Yayınları, 1970), 27, #  32; C alendar o f  State Papers 
Venetian, vol. IX , 457, 461, 463-6 .

70 S un’u llah ’s alliance w ith the cavalry soldiers is suggested by N a’ima in the eonlext o f  Ilır 
Jew ish kiera  incident, Ta’rih, vol. I, 2 3 1. This suggestion is indirectly confirm ed iti a dispatch 
o f  the English am bassador Lello on April 12, 1600; NA, SI’ 97/4, I'. 81a. S u n ’ullah was mııliı 
during both the 1600 and 1601 incidents. A lew months al ter the latter one, he was dism issed 
Yet in the first clays o f  January 1603, lie was reinstated in accordance willi the dem ands o f  I ln- 
cavalry soldiers.
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lo execute his chief white and black eunuchs, for the soldiers held them 
responsible for misinforming the sultan about the “rebels” by underestimating 
I heir strength in A natolia and not responding forcefully to the political turmoil. 
According to Hasanbeyzade, who received the news while he was in the 
Balkans in the company of the grand vizier Yemişçi Hasan Pasha, the soldiers 
were about to depose the sultan and enthrone the mufti Sun’ullah on the 
grounds that the ruler o f the M uslim  com m unity should be chosen according 
lo his virtues.71

H asanbey/.ade’s accoun t suggests that the  elite cavalry sold iers w ere as 
capable o f  using the m echanism s o f  ju r is ts ’ law  as the adm inistra tion  had 
been do ing recently. N ot only did they use the concep t o f  deposition  but 
I hey also m ade an argum ent about the qualities that a leg itim ate ru ler should  
possess, w hich they found in a jurist rather than in the sultan. A lthough  in  this 
instance the soldiers did not in la d  depose the sultan, they did use another



m echanism of ju rists’ law by securing the legal opinion of the mufti Sun’ullali 
confirming that the grand vizier Yemişçi Hasan Pasha deserved execution 
Hasan Pasha could only save his head by mobilizing the janissaries after his 
return to Istanbul, storming the capital, and executing the main representatives 
of the elite cavalry units. Sun’ullah was then dism issed.72 Yet Yemişçi Hasan 
Pasha him self was eventually executed in O ctober 1603, whereas Sun’ullali 
continued to receive his salary on the sultan’s payroll, suggesting that a mul'li, 
by virtue o f the political prestige of the law he represented, was untouchable 
even after dismissal on grounds of political opposition to the court.73

Thus, by the beginning of the seventeenth century, jurists’ law had become 
the default venue for any political actor to justify  his actions. The emperoi 
him self was not immune from this requirement even when the relevant action 
involved his family business. For example, in late M ay or early June 1603, 
M ehm ed III was informed that his son Prince M ahmud m ight have been 
involved in some political plot to depose him. According to the English ambas 
sador Lello, the sultan decided to consult with his grand vizier and the mulii 
on this issue. From the wording of Lello’s report, it was clear that M ehmed 111 
dem anded a legal opinion as to whether he could execute his son from Ebul 
meyamin M ustafa Efendi (see Fig. 5), the man who succeeded to Sun’ullah's 
position in February 1603. M ustafa’s first response was apparently negative:

In  th is  c o u n ce ll the  M u ftie  w as o f  op in ion  th a t b y  th e re  law e  w th o u t w itn esses  h e  could 
no t b e  p u t to  death : y e t p (er,ceav in g e  th a t n o th in g  b u t h is  dea th  w o u ld  sa tisfie  th e  fatlici 
c o n d iscen d ed  &  gau e  se n ten ce  th a t th e  son n e  w ere  d e p riu e d  o f  h is  l ie f  th en  th e  fa th er lo 
liu e  in  fe a re  &  ie lo s ie .74

Clearly there was some room for negotiation. Had M ehmed III faced a mulii 
who was more independent of the court, he would have received a different 
response.

That M ehmed III dem anded a legal opinion from the mufti of the imperial 
capita] on the execution o f Prince M ahmud demonstrated that the office ol 
the grand mufti had acquired the potential power to limit the political will ol 
the sultan in a matter pertaining to his very own family. M ustafa did not dare 
use his position to lim it the political will o f the sultan in 1603. Yet a more 
powerful mufti, who did not owe his position to the dynasty to the same degree 
that M ustafa did, could well have responded differently. In comparison willi 
E s’ad, who was teaching at the Süleymaniye College of Law, the summit ol a 
teaching career in law, at the age of twenty-two thanks to his father’s backm j’,

72 Ibid., vol. I l l, 692-722.
73 M ehm ed Rumi (bin M ehm ed), N uhbetii’t-tevârîh v e ’l-ahbâr  (Istanbul, 1276), III, 216: On h i  

L ütfü B arkan, “İstanbul saraylarına ait m uhasebe defterleri,” Belgeler  9 /1 3 (1979): I 3X0, ;ıi 
p. 175, notes his retirem ent salary o f 550 akçe  s per day, w hich stalled right after his d İsın İ smi  I 
in February 1603 ami was as much as (he salary o f Ihe inciimbenl grand mul'li.

74 H enry  Lcl lo ,  The Report aj Lello: Third Lnglisli A m bassador lo the Sublim e I'arte Habiah 
uezdiiide iiçiilicii İngili.. elçisi Leila 'mnı m uhtırası, r ı f  .inil ir. < >rl ı;ıı ı Itıııi.ııı (A nkara :  Aıık.ıı.ı
I l ıı ivr ıs i l rs i  Dil ve farili C o ğ ra fy a  l. ıküll ı ' si  Yay ın lan ,  l '> V ) ,  l<>
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M ustafa did not come from a family of jurists and thus could not reach the 
same post until he was forty-nine years old. M ustafa then entered the circle 
o f jurists under the patronage o f the Queen M other Safiye Sultan in whose 
endowed college of law he became the first professor to teach in 1598. His 
career advancement accelerated after this appointm ent at what was later to 
be called the “catapult” college for the speed o f promotions o f the professors 
teaching there. M ustafa was appointed mufti of the imperial cap ita lon ly  
three years after receiving his very first judicial appointment, the judgeship 
of Edirne, in 1600.75 W ithout the backing of Safiye Sultan, he would mosl 
likely not have attained the position o f the grand mufti. Because of his debt 
to the imperial family, he gave in to M ehmed III in June 1603, giving him 
judicial approval to execute his son. In contrast, E s’ad, who had proven his 
independence by making decisions detrimental to the royal family in the pasl, 
said no to Osman II eighteen years later on the question o f the execution ol 
Prince M ehmed. He would m ost probably have done the same if  Ahmed I had 
ever consulted him about Prince Mustafa.

The reign of Ahmed I started in Decem ber 1603 while the memory o f the 
events of M arch 1600, M arch 1601, and January 1603, which had seriously 
threatened the court o f the sultan, were still quite fresh. One of Ahmed I’s 
first acts was to send his grandmother Safiye Sultan, who had been one o f the 
m ajor targets of criticism directed against the court of M ehmed III, to the Old 
Palace. Ahmed I attempted to create a very pious image of him self throughoui 
his reign, as best symbolized by building the last great imperial mosque in the 
Ottoman capital, the one known as the Blue M osque where Pope Benedict XVI 
faced the kiblah some four hundred years later. It was also during his reign 
that large investments were made in the M uslim  pilgrimage sites of M ecca and 
M edina. These pious acts of the sultan and many others were duly recorded by 
A hm ed’s official historiographer, Safi M ustafa Efendi, who was his personal 
prayer leader or imam, a quite telling choice.76

Sun’ullah, the form er grand mufti whom the cavalry troops seemed to con 
sider for the throne in 1603, first got a raise in his retirem ent salary during the 
reign of Ahmed I in April 1604 and was then reappointed grand mufti in June 
1604. Thus even though he gave support to the protests of the cavalry forces, 
Sun’ullah still was able to return to his powerful position. He was recorded 
as being the only one to dare oppose the sultan’s opinion in a consultation in 
the summer of 1606 at which all of the viziers were present. A lthough he was 
dism issed soon after this meeting because the grand vizier Derviş Pasha C a n u ­

te  regard him  as a serious threat, upon the death o f the next mufti, Ahmed I 
reappointed him in November 1606. Right after this final reappointment ol 
Sun’ullah, Derviş Pasha was executed; not surprisingly, Sun’ullah was said 
to have played a role in this decision. He was also thought lo be influential 
in the choice of the next grand vizier. Kuyucu Murad Pasha. When Sim’ullah

7S A la 'i, lliuh i 'iku 'I luilui 'ik, M I I 1 Salı, /u b ih l i i  V h'Vtii ılı, v< >1 I. ■ I ( > Vi, II)1) ,’ l



was finally dismissed in June 1608 because o f his failure to analyze Crimean 
politics accurately, at which his successor was apparently better, his retirement 
Nulary was increased once again.77

In short, the political confrontations at the turn of the century had increased 
the power of the office of the grand mufti because parties to those con- 
llicts were using ju rists’ law as the medium for their arguments. Although 
the government tried to present itself as the champion of ju rists’ law in 
response to a serious legitimacy crisis, critics o f the government also turned to 
the same law and em braced the grand mufti as a center o f opposition to the 
power of the court. The grand mufti, the chief representative o f ju rists’ law 
and the lords o f the law, thus cam e to be a focus o f legitimate opposition 
»gainst the Ottoman court. As exemplified by the reappointments of Sun’ullah 
itnd the raises in his interim  retirem ent salaries, the mufti had become too 
powerful a person for the sultan to alienate categorically. W hereas with court 
creatures like Ebulmeyamin Mustafa, the sultan could count on favorable legal 
»pinions, others like the brothers M ehm ed and E s’ad who monopolized the 
office between 1608 and 1622 could be much more independent.

Given this background, one would be justified in assuming that Sun’ullah, 
Mehmed, or E s’ad, who occupied the office of the grand mufti during most of 
Ahmed I ’s reign, would have the independence to resist the sultan if ever asked 
for a favorable legal opinion to execute his younger brother Prince Mustafa. 
As the representati ves of the lords of the law and potential leaders of legitimate 
opposition to the court, the grand muftis had an interest in circumscribing the 
powers o f the sultan. Keeping the brother o f the sultan alive would serve this 
purpose in two ways. Obviously, having an alternative sultan at the palace was 
it point o f leverage against the incum bent sultan. If necessary, a sultan could 
lie deposed but the political system would still survive with the enthronement 
of his brother; and the sultan, being aware o f  this, would not exceed certain 
limits. For instance, Ahmed I knew that his father’s court had exceeded those 
limits and that three rebellions had resulted. The third rebellion cost the heads 
of two men, the chief white and black eunuchs, who symbolized the palace 
both in its public and private spheres -  the white eunuchs were more visible in 
the public parts of the palace, whereas the black ones were mostly employed 
in the residential part. Therefore Ahmed I started his reign by banishing his 
grandmother Safiye Sultan, another target o f the political opposition, to the 
( )ld Palace, which was a tacit offer of peace to the forces of opposition.

Second, on a m ore general level, the ex istence o f  an alternative sultan 
would m ake the nature o f the sultanate m ore institutional than charism atic . 
I Ip lo the m id-six lecnth  ccntury, the O ttom an sultans cam e to the throne by 
p inying them selves on the battlefield against their brothers. They show ed that 
us possessors o f  d c v lc l in I Ik- sense o f  fortune, w hich was proven by their 
victory over their brothers, they deserved lo rule. Hut in the latter half o f the
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sixteenth century, all they could prove at the time of their accessions was lli;il 
they could execute their brothers, some poor unarmed boys who had nevri 
left the palace. The survival o f their brothers, in contrast, would mean that ilic 
devlet o f a particular sultan was totally accidental and not necessarily deservcc I 
M ore importantly, the survival o f brothers would also mean that the devlet in 
the sense o f state was now more institutional, as it would no longer depend on 
the success or failure o f the incumbent sultan to produce male heirs, but would 
rather continue with the next available member o f the dynasty. There were then 
good reasons to keep all princes alive and thus weaken the political power ol 
the person of the sultan while rendering the sultanate itself impersonal, which, 
in the long term, would professionalize the administrative institution of llic 
dynasty and lengthen its life. We do not know w hether any one o f these points 
ever crossed the mind of E s’ad when he was inform ed of the death of Ahmed I 
Yet his decision to enthrone Prince M ustafa set a very important precedent I'oi 
the establishment o f the rule o f seniority in Ottoman succession.

A ccession  to the throne versus enthronem ent by virtue o f  seniority

In this section I analyze the significance of the enthronement of Mustafa I 
in 1617 and argue that it was E s’ad who brought him to the throne, mosi 
probably using an argument from jurists’ law. Let me start with the term  used 
to describe this event by three contemporary authors, Hasanbeyzade, Hibti, 
and Pe?evi. They explicitly used the word “to enthrone,” in contrast to tin- 
Ottoman term that signifies accession to the throne, which is ciilus, literally 
“sitting.” Thus until then the Ottoman sultans used to seat themselves on Un­
throne. Yet, this time others enthroned an Ottoman sultan; thus “they seated 
him  (ic la s )”1% This telling difference in term inology may best be understood 
by recalling how Ahmed acceded to the throne in 1603.

Early on Sunday morning, December 21 ,1603, just at the beginning of 11 ic 
imperial council meeting, the superintendent of the ushers brought an imperial 
rescript, an order personally written by the em peror himself, which was handn I 
to him  by the chief white eunuch to be conveyed to Kasim Pasha, the deput y 
grand vizier. The poor vizier could not decipher the illegible handwriting 
All he could read was the word babam, my father, which made Kasim Pasha 
all the more suspicious as the father of M ehm ed III had passed away cifilii 
years ago. Kasim Pasha gave the rescript to Hasanbeyzade, a senior secretary, 
who was good at deciphering illegible handwriting. Thanks to H asanbeyzade\ 
chronicle, we know that it read as follows: “You, Kasim Pasha! My father is 
gone by G od’s will, and I have taken my seat on the throne. You had bellei

78 P e tx v i ,  1'a’rih, vol. II, 360 ;  A b d u r ra h m a n  l l ih r i ,  D tjlcr-i Alibdr, l i c y a / i l  Kii lupl ia iuM 
Veliyikklin  2418 ,  I'. 4b ;  I l asanbcy/.adc,  Turih, vol. Ill, ‘)I.S; see a lso Kalib  (,Vk-bi, / r . :/<■/.< . 
vol. I, .W5.



keep the city in good order. Should sedition arise, I will behead you!”79 Kasim 
Pusha was taken by surprise because he did not even know that Mehmed 111 
had been sick. He sent a note to the chief black eunuch asking whether the 
Imperial rescript he received was a trick to test his loyalty to M ehmed III. 
In response, Kasim Pasha was called to the audience hall in private, where 
he saw Ahmed I, a thirteen-year-old boy, sitting on the throne. Then he gave 
orders for the preparation of the public ceremony in which all m ajor officials 
of the state, who thought they were going to see M ehm ed III, were to pay their 
lillegiance to the new sultan.80

There was one striking difference between the two successions of 1603 
Itnd 1617. In 1603 the new sultan had literally taken his seat on the throne 
before any public figure even knew about the death of the form er sultan. The 
question of succession was already resolved within the private compounds of 
llie palace by the time public officials were notified that Ahm ed I had acceded 
lo the throne.81 Thus the dynasty had taken care of its own business. In 16J7, 
however, the m ajor statesmen, the ashab-i hall ii akd, or the men who have 
I he authority to “loose and bind,” as Katib Çelebi wrote,82 were apparently 
notified of the death of Ahmed I before any action took place regarding the 
succession. These statesmen were the ones who chose to enthrone the brother 
of the late sultan instead of one o f his sons. Thus M ustafa I did not accede to 
I he throne, but was enthroned by public officials.

The circumstances surrounding the enthronem ent and the testimony of the 
contemporary sources suggest that it was E s’ad who made the crucial move 
for M ustafa’s enthronement. Ahm ed I had m ost probably died on Tuesday, 
November 21, 1617, the night before the enthronem ent o f M ustafa, although 
it is possible that he may have died a few days earlier.83 The grand vizier Halil 
Pasha was in Diyarbekir, wintering there in preparation for a new military 
campaign against Safavid Persia the next spring. If  Ahmed had really died 
on Tuesday night, the grand vizier was definitely not consulted about the 
enthronement as he could not have provided any meaningful input overnight 
while he was so far away.84 It would be safe to assume that the major statesmen 
were notified o f Ahm ed’s death immediately, and they met to discuss what to

I lasanbeyzade, Târih, vol. I ll, 800. 80 Ibid., vol. I l l,  801-3 . 
wl ( )l' course, this w as itse lf a novelty as, fo r the first tim e, the prince w ho succeeded was not 
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Kalib Çelebi, Irz le ke , vol. 1, 385.
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do. The viziers preseni in the capital at the time, according to a contemporary 
chronicle, were the deputy grand vizier Sofu Mehmed Pasha, Gürcü Hadım 
M ehm ed Pasha, Etmekcizade Ahmed Pasha, Davud Pasha, Nakkaş Hasan 
Pasha, and Cigalazade M ahmud Pasha. Among the six, the only one witli a 
personal interest in the enthronement of the brother of Ahmed I was Davud 
Pasha because he was M ustafa I’s brother-in-law. As for the high-rankinj' 
ulema, Zekeriyazade Yahya and Ahizade Hüseyin were chief justices of (lie 
European, and Asian and African provinces, respectively. Finally, the multi 
was Sa’deddinzade E s’ad. Among these statesmen, E s’ad was the m ost senior 
one in governmental affairs. Although all o f the viziers present in the capital 
were appointed to the imperial council during the reign of Ahmed I, E s’ad 
had been chief justice o f the Asian and African provinces during the reign 
o f M ehm ed III and was appointed to the same position for the European 
provinces by Ahmed I in February 1604, before any of those viziers had 
jo ined the imperial council.85 Moreover, as the heir to both the social power ol 
his family, which was arguably only second to that of the dynasty in the early 
seventeenth century, and the political power of his office, which had competed 
with that o f the sultan at the turn of the seventeenth century, E s’ad had all the 
credentials that a king-m aker would need to have.

Apparently E s’ad did make the king, m ost probably using an argument 
derived from  jurists’ law. Rumi, a contemporary author, stated that “ [w]hile 
it was not customary [for the brothers to inherit the sultanate], that is to say, 
while it was established that the inheritance of the sultanate was reserved for 
the noble sons and not for the brothers fof sultans],” E s’ad insisted on the 
succession of Mustafa. R um i’s point was going to be reiterated by Osman II 
him self after he claimed the throne in 1618 when he wrote to his grand viziei 
Halil Pasha that “the throne of the sultanate was restricted to my imperial 
majesty in accordance with the ancient Ottoman kanun:' Yet “the viziers and 
the pillars of the state” followed Es’ad, and they enthroned Sultan Mustafa 
A nother contemporary, Hasanbeyzade, confirmed R um i’s account by statin)’ 
that in accordance with the “opinion of the chief o f the ulema,” Mustafa I 
was enthroned. Unfortunately, there is no elaboration as to why E s’ad might 
have preferred M ustafa 1 to one of Ahmed I’s sons. Peçevi and Hibri claimed 
that the decision to enthrone M ustafa was made on the basis of the youth ol 
A hm ed’s sons and the relatively older age of his brother Mustafa; Osman I I n 
letter to Halil Pasha implied the same.86 Given that Mustafa may have been

85 The list o f  incum bent viziers com es from  Abdiilkadir, Topçular Kâtibi 'Abdiilkadir (K atin) 
Efendi Tarihi (M etin ve Tahlil), ed. Z iya Y dınazer, 2 vols. (A nkara: Türk Tarih Kurum u, 200 ' l 
vol. I, 663; fo r biographies o f  these viziers and the two ch ie f justices, see Tezcan, “Seaivhm c 
for O sm an,” 338-9 , n. 8 7 -8 ; 3 5 1 -2 , n. 200 -4 ; for l is ’acl. see A la’i, H a d â 'iku 'l h tda t’tk 
6 90-2 .

86 M e h m e d  R um i (b in  M eh m e d ) ,  |7i/V/7/|, S i i teym aniye  Kiil iiphanesl , l.ala İsmail lili-ndi MX).
I. 8b; an o n y m o u s ,  ( iaSinihue, I l /S l i ;  I la.sanheyzailc, Tarih, veil III, 9 IS ;  IVc^cvi, ia'nh. 
vol. II. U)0; I libri. Defter, I. -lb.



only a few years older than Osman, that no Olloman sultan had ever succeeded 
his father by virtue of being older than his brothers, and that Osman was as old 
when his father died as the latter had been when he succeeded his own father, 
this claim may seem spurious at first.87 Yet if one were to consult ju rists’ law, 
there is indeed a point related to a ruler’s age that would have provided E s’ad 
with a legal basis for his choice.

Although we do not possess a treatise specifically devoted to the question of 
succession in relation to this event, there was a treatise of advice authored in 
1623 for Murad IV, m ost probably by a preacher, that is very suggestive of the 
way in which E s’ad may have brought up the issue of age in the enthronement 
of Mustafa 1 in 1617. The anonymous author counted him self among the 
meşayih ü suleha -  that is, the “sheiks and righteous/pious ones” -  which is 
Ihc way Sufi sheiks and preachers were referred to in this period. This sheik 
devoted a short chapter to the qualities that a M uslim  ruler should possess. At 
Ihc beginning of the chapter he listed the ten conditions o f imamate, which he 
used interchangeably with padişahlık, the first two conditions being maturity 
nnd reason. The rem ainder of the chapter was devoted to the significance of the 
second condition. “Although maturity is the first condition,” stated the sheik, 
"reason comes to existence after maturity, and yet reason is comprehensive 
of all the [ten] conditions.” The sheik also compared reason with sanctity 
(velayet)', “the world is not run with sanctity, but rather, it is run with reason.”88 
There were attempts undertaken to legitim ize the sultanate of M ustafa I by 
reference to his sanctity during his second reign in 1622-3, including the 
use of the epithet “saint” (veli) in reference to him .89 Clearly, the sheik was 
responding to these attempts by arguing that sanctity is o f no use for worldly 
government.

W hat can also be discerned in this anonymous treatise is the association 
of Mustafa I with maturity because he was older than M urad IV, who was 
only eleven years old when he was enthroned in 1623. The anonymous author 
was at pains to argue that maturity does not mean anything w ithout reason, 
suggesting that the maturity argument had been used to legitimize the sultanate 
of Mustafa I. E s’ad must have used this point about maturity in 1617 when 
I Vi nee Osman was thirteen years old. M ustafa’s age would have given E s’ad

IW ( >n M ustafa’s age, see n. 53; and Tezcan, “K ösem  Sultan ,” 3 5 3 -4 . Both O sm an and his father 
Alimed w ere thirteen years old w hen they lost their respective fathers.

1111 A nonym ous, \T a ’rîh-i Sultân Murcid H ân], D âr al-kutub al-qaw m iyya (C airo), 191 Ta’rîkh 
Turk), If. 5h-6a, 7b. O ther conditions o f  legitim ate rulership listed include freedom ; m anhood; 
descent from the tribe o f the Q uraysh, on w hich, the author adds, scholars disagree; hearing 
and eyesight; courage; com petence; know ledge; and piety; com pare A nn K. S. Lam bton, 
Slnlr m ill G overnm ent in M edieval Islam : An Introduction to the Study o f  Islam ic Political 
Theory The Jurists (London: O xford U niversity Press, 19X1), 76, 79 KO, 89, 105-6; and
11.11111 (11 >■ i A. K. ( ¡¡hi), “ I .utli I’aşa on (lie ( Xlomaii ( alipliatc,” O rieus  15 (1962): 2X7 95.
S e r  Haki Tozcan,  T h e  liisloi y o f  a pi im a iy  s o u r e r : ’ T h e  m a k in g  o f  T û g l ı î ' s  ch ron ic le  on the 
depos i t ion  ol O s m a n  I f  ' f t i i l l i l i i i  <>! i h c  S t l i o n i  o f  ( h i c n l a l  a m i  A f r i c a n  S t u d i e s  İ?  ( 2 0 0 *)): 
■II (ı.’ . a l ’ı t  IV, and Tc/ i  an, flic  mult ip le  la ces  ı >1 Ilır < )nc,"  Ul S



the leverage to build a legal argument on his behalf based on the requirem ent 
of maturity for legitimate rule. As suggested by this treatise, it was precisely 
this point that was used after the regicide of Osman II to keep M ustafa I on 
the throne as opposed to enthroning Prince Murad.

W hether or not E s’ad indeed used the argument of maturity derived from 
ju rists’ law on M ustafa’s behalf in 1617, that this argument was clearly used a 
few years later and that counter-arguments were also derived from ju rists’ law 
in these years suggest that there was a legal discourse in the making about the 
question of succession in the Ottoman Empire of the early seventeenth century. 
Jurists’ law was rich enough to supply arguments and counter-arguments for 
parties supporting different candidates for the throne. But more importantly, 
ju rists’ law was accepted as the proper medium to discuss this issue rather than 
letting the princes fight it out among themselves to determine whose devlet, or 
fortune, was stronger. In 1617, then, E s’ad, the m ost prestigious interpreter of 
ju ris ts’ law in the empire and the most powerful man among the lords o f the 
law, took a crucial step to replace the accidental devlet (fortune) of the Ottoman 
sultan with the devlet as an institution, the state. The principle on which he 
enthroned M ustafa was later to be the third article of the first Ottoman written 
constitution in 1876; it stipulates that the Ottoman sultanate belongs to the 
eldest prince of the House of Osman in accordance with “ancient principles.”90 
In this sense, E s’ad’s enthronem ent of M ustafa I was a constitutional act for 
what I call the Second Empire.

Conclusion

The enthronem ent of M ustafa I by E s’ ad in 1617 was a very significant mom ent 
in the history o f political development in the region we call the M iddle East 
today. However closely Es’ad may have been connected to the court through 
his father, he was not a kul -  that is, a royal slave -  or a military-administrative 
delegate of the political power personified by the sultan. E s’ad was the most 
powerful representative o f the law that governed the lives of Ottoman subjects 
and that protected them from the possible encroachm ents of political authority 
into their lives. Therefore, despite being the leader of the lords of the law, 
hence a noble man of sorts, E s’ad was at the same time a representative of 
Ottoman society. His direct involvement in the Ottoman succession, m ost of 
the previous crises o f which were handled by the kul, was an im portant step 
in the civilization  o f the Ottoman polity, which was to continue enlarging its 
base to include more representatives from nonm ilitary segments of society.

M ore importantly, E s’ad was opposing royal tradition, or kanun, which 
preferred sons over brothers of sultans, and in effect denying the dynasty 
the authority to legislate in the most fundamental area of public law. The 
jurists and their law were thus entering the dynasty’s own backyard. E s’ad ’s

90 K anun-i E sdsi, 1.



enthronement of M ustafa I in 1617 was a potent symbol of the process of the 
limitation o f dynastic political authority in the Ottoman Empire, which is the 
m ost fundam ental condition of proto-dem ocratization. W ithin the framework 
drawn in the first part of this chapter, this enthronem ent could be interpreted 
as a moment of victory for the constitutionalist cause in its political struggle 
against the absolutist one.

This enthronem ent dealt a heavy blow to the charismatic nature of royal 
authority and thus to the absolutist camp centered at the court. One of the 
central tenets of this authority was the unbroken chain of Ottoman succession 
from father to son since the late thirteenth century. At the death o f each sultan, 
the next one was supposed to prove him self by acceding to the throne by his 
own merits, which included a dem onstration o f his fortunes with a victory 
in a fratricidal war or some experience in provincial government. In 1617, 
however, the sultan did not accede; he was rather enthroned by the most 
powerful representative of the law w ithout any regard to established royal 
tradition. Yet as is dem onstrated in the next chapter, this heavy blow did not 
prove to be a decisive victory for the constitutionalists because M ustafa I was 
deposed the next year by a palace coup. Nevertheless, 1617 was a significant 
point in the history o f the development o f Ottoman limited monarchy as it 
provided a reference for the eventual stabilization of the rule of Ottoman 
succession, the very regulation o f which by an outside force was in effect a 
constitutional check on the dynastic prerogative.

It should be emphasized, however, that not all jurists belonged to what 
I call the constitutionalist camp, nor was ju rists’ law inherently opposed to 
absolutism. As discussed earlier, the Ottoman court actively supported cer­
tain jurists so it could have some influence among the lords of the law.91 
This should not be surprising for not all of the social groups that owed their 
empowerment to the socioeconomic transformation of the sixteenth century 
were constitutionalist. W hat is im portant to recognize, however, is that the 
increasing political significance o f ju rists’ law at the expense of feudal law 
and dynastic traditions facilitated the gradual formation o f  a common legal- 
political ground on which a struggle between such groups as absolutists and 
constitutionalists could take place. This new ground was a byproduct of the 
sixteenth-century socioeconomic transformation that brought the market and 
that which is economic right into the heart o f the political. The law that used to 
govern market relations followed suit and entered the domain of the political 
authority to regularize it. Eventually, the same law was used to depose sultans 
as is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

In short, by the early seventeenth century at the latest, the legitimacy of 
political authority came to be a question discussed through the language of 
ju rists’ law, leaving a long-lasting legacy in Ottoman politics. This Sharia- 
based legacy has been disowned by the secular Turkish Republic as a symbol

S ee  th is  chap ter ,  6K 70.



of reactionary politics. Ironically, however, the Turkish word used to this very 
day to denote “legitimate” is meşru  (Ar. m ashru), literally “that which is 
enacted as law,” where the law stands for the Sharia. Clearly, the practical 
meaning o f the Sharia for those who have used it as a frame o f reference 
in political debates for centuries was simply “the law,” w ithout any other 
attribute, such as divine or Islamic. For Ottoman political actors o f the early 
modern period, there was no other legal system in comparison to which the 
Sharia could be qualified with an adjective. This was the law they used to 
fight their political battles with, gradually bringing royal authority under legal 
supervision.



C H A P T E R  3

The court strikes back
The making o f Ottoman absolutism

On Monday, February 26,1618, Istanbul woke up to a surprise. As the resident 
French ambassador Baron de Sancy put it, it was a time of m iracles.1 It had 
just been three m onths since Ahmed I had died and had been succeeded by his 
brother M ustafa I on Wednesday, N ovem ber 22, 1617. This Monday, however, 
the town criers were wandering around the city announcing the enthronement 
of Osman II, the eldest son of Ahm ed I. Yet M ustafa I had not died; he was 
deposed.

A deposition of this kind had never happened in Ottoman history. Selim I 
(1512-20) had forced his father Bayezid II (1481-1512) to retire in 1512, but 
he was a prince with broad military support that included the elite infantry 
divisions of the central army, the janissaries.2 There had been many bloody 
fights for the throne in the past, yet the contenders had always been adult 
princes who enjoyed some kind of military support. In contrast, Osman II was 
a thirteen-year-old boy whom the people had only had a few opportunities 
to see on ceremonial occasions during the later years of his father’s reign. 
W ith the exception of accompanying his father on his journeys to Edirne in 
Thrace, Osman had never left the capital. He was too young to have had any 
kind of opportunity to build a loyal following. Thus he was not in a position 
to strategize for the deposition o f his uncle and his own succession. This was 
another case o f enthronement in which an Ottoman sultan was brought to the 
throne as a result of certain political dynamics that were not under his own 
control. However, this time it was not the mufti o f the im perial capital who 
was at the center o f these dynamics; Osman II owed his throne to M ustafa 
Agha, an African eunuch who was the superintendent o f the residential part 
of the imperial palace.

That Osman II had a right to rule was beyond question, yet he had been 
considered to be too young to do so just three months earlier, when his father 
died. As suggested in the last chapter, E s’ad, the grand mufti, m ost probably

1 IIill ', I'r. 16148,  I'. 285;i.
1 ( '̂¡igaUiy lllui^iy, “ Ynvuz S n 11; 111 Selim  11; i s 11 p;nlis;ih olclu?” Tarih D er^isi 6/9 (1954): 5 3 -90 , 
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using a legal argument based on the requirement o f maturity for a ruler, had 
instead brought M ustafa to the Ottoman throne. However, just three months 
later, M ustafa was declared incapable of ruling, m ost probably based on the 
legal requirem ent that a ruler should have the capacity to reason, and he was 
replaced by his oldest nephew, Osm an.3 As is discussed later in this chapter, 
M ustafa m ight have been mentally imbalanced, yet there is not enough evi­
dence to establish this beyond a reasonable doubt. One thus wonders whether 
M ustafa could have become mentally incapable w ithin such a short period as 
three months or whether the signs taken as evidence for his mental incapacity 
had been there all along but were interpreted opportunistically; that is, he had 
been deemed able to rule by some who would prefer having a weak monarch, 
but not so by others who would rather operate within a powerful court.

This chapter analyzes the deposition of M ustafa I and the enthronem ent of 
Osman II w ithin the larger context o f the gradual transformation o f the Ottoman 
court into a m ajor locus of political power. This transformation began in the 
last quarter of the sixteenth century in response to the development of other 
loci o f power in the Ottoman polity, such as the vizier households and the lords 
o f the law. These developments were taking place in the context o f the gradual 
demise of feudal social structures and the slow but steady development o f a 
market society.

W hen the Ottoman Empire was a predominantly feudal society, the primary 
object o f power was to control agricultural land resources through a chain of 
military-administrators in a hierarchical pyramid, which reached all the way 
from  the village level to the summit at which stood the monarch. Although 
land did not lose its importance overnight, the gradual development o f a 
m arket society shifted the prim ary locus o f political power toward the control 
of monetary resources through a network o f patron-client relationships in a 
weblike structure that did not have a single center. The political actors whom  I 
call the constitutionalists wanted to place the m onarch at the symbolic center 
of this web, which, not unlike the center of some spider webs, was devoid of 
any real significance. In contrast, the absolutists preferred having the sultan 
control the very spinning of the web. M ustafa I would quietly sit at the empty 
center, but Osman II was groomed by the absolutists to become a spinner.

In the first part o f the chapter, I provide an overview of the evolution of 
pre-sixteenth-century Ottoman political structures to underline the novelty of 
the kind of political power that was competed for in the late sixteenth century. 
In the second part, I first discuss the developm ent of vizier households as 
alternative loci o f political power in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. Then I argue that beginning with the reign of Murad III (1574-95) 
the Ottoman court evolved into a new locus of political power that included

3 See C hapter 2, 7 5 -6 . Official correspondence about O sm an II’s enthronem ent did not refer to
any problem s w ith M ustafa hut sim ply staled that he w ithdrew  from the m ailers o f  I he sultanate
as he was alw ays accustom ed to retire in seclusion; anonym ous, ( ¡<r:.<lndnir, I. 175b.



new actors introduced onto the political stage, who were empowered by the 
sultan to act as pow er brokers and whose influence was intended to undermine 
the standing of the viziers. In the third part, I demonstrate that the enthronement 
of Osman II was brought about by these new political actors whose interests 
were in absolutism.

The transformation of feudal vassals into patrimonial emperors

No one in his right m ind would call Süleyman (1520-66) “Süleyman Bey,” as 
the ancient Turkic title bey, or “lord,”4 would be an insult for this emperor who 
came to be known as Süleyman the M agnificent in Europe. The same could be 
said for his father, Selim  I (1512-20), who conquered Eastern Anatolia, Syria, 
and Egypt and who was recognized as the sovereign of the Hejaz, including 
the two holiest cities of Islam, M ecca and M edina. Yet the grandfather of 
Selim  I, M ehmed II -  the conqueror of Constantinople, the man who brought 
the Roman Empire to an end and thus inherited the title o f Caesar by virtue of 
his sword -  was known as M ehm ed Bey among his people. This was attested 
to by Georgius de Hungaria, who lived in Ottoman lands for a long time and 
also saw the sultan, whom  he called “M echem etbeg,” as M ehm ed II was on 
his way to a bathhouse. Georgius him self referred to him  regularly as the “king 
(rex).”5 So “bey” was used not to dim inish his authority, nor was it M ehmed II’s 
official title. This popular usage, however, must have had a certain ring to the 
ears of Anatolians and the inhabitants o f the Balkans for whom  the memory 
of many other beys or lords sharing the rule of the land as vassals of distant 
Bulgarian, M ongol, or Serbian kings was very fresh. M oreover, the Ottomans 
continued to use the same titles, transform ing the meaning of lord to an officer: 
most of the Ottoman officers serving as district governors or large fief holders 
were called beys. W hat distinguished M ehm ed II was his claim  to be the 
greatest bey, as expressed in his official title, Sultan M ehmed, el-emir el- 
kebir, which contemporary sources translated as “megas amiras” or “magnus 
adm iratus” (the “great bey” or “great lord”).6

The transformation of a warlord that Osman Bey (Osman I) was in the 
late thirteenth century, first, into a great lord in the fifteenth century and then 
into an emperor in the sixteenth century, symbolizes the transformation of 
Ottoman political structures in that period. In this section I first discuss the 
earliest period of Ottoman rule (ca. 1300-1453) during m ost of which the 
Ottoman lords were ju st one of many groups of lords. I use Benno Teschke’s 
conceptual model for international politics during the European M iddle Ages

4 See M. Fuad K öprülü, “Bey,” ¡A, vol. II, 5 7 9 -8 1 .
5 G eorgius de H ungaria, Tractatus de m oribus condictionibus e t nequicia  Turcorum: Traktat über  

die Sitten, die Lebensverhtiltnisse und  die. A rglist der Türken, ed. and tr. R einhard Klockow 
(Köln: Böhlau, 1993), 24, 149.

6 Kaie l'leel, “ üarly  O llom an soll delin ilion ,” Journal o f  Turkish S tudies  26/1 (2002): 229—38, 
al 237 8.



to highlight the fundamentally feudal nature of Ottoman political relations anil 
structures in this era.7 Then I argue that from the mid-fifteenth to the mid 
sixteenth centuries the feudal relationship between Ottoman lords and their 
vassals evolved into a patriarchal one between m aster and slave as the kuls of 
the sultan gradually took the place of his vassals in the administration of the 
empire. This was an ingenious Ottoman response to the political challenges 
associated with the centrifugal forces of feudalism; it was also prom pted by Un­
social forces unleashed by the unification of the Anatolian and Balkan markets 
under the political um brella o f the Ottomans, as evidenced by the spread of the 
akçe as a common currency all over the territories o f the empire by the reign 
of M ehm ed II. Because this was only one of the several stages that Ottoman 
political structures went through, there is no justification for privileging it as 
the “classical” period as has been often done in Ottomanist scholarship.

From Osman, the lord, to M ehm ed  II, the great lord

Teschke’s model for international politics during the European M iddle Ages is 
especially useful in understanding the political structures of the early Ottoman 
period because it points out that “the econom ic” and “the political” were 
inseparable then. As such it proves to be very helpful in understanding the 
expansionist pressures on medieval polities and especially the swift series of 
conquests during the early Ottoman period, which are usually treated under 
the heading of the “rise” of the Ottoman Em pire, a concept that has failed to 
receive the revisionist attention paid to its “decline.”

Teschke shows that the economic and the political in the M iddle Ages 
were intimately connected through the m ediation o f extra-economic surplus 
appropriation, such as taxes in kind paid to a fief holder whose economic and 
political power over his peasants were inseparable. This fusion of the economic 
and the political produced the institution of lordship as the basic feudal unit. 
Yet no lord “owned” the land. As the late Harold Berman put it, “land, in fact, 
was not ‘owned’ by anyone; it was ‘held’ by superiors in a ladder of ‘tenures' 
leading to the king or other supreme lord.”8 The fief holder could only enjoy 
the exploitation o f his land under certain conditions such as providing certain 
services to his lord. Not only was property conditional but rival lords also 
competed for the “conditional property.” To com pete successfully, lords had to 
engage in what Robert Brenner calls “political accumulation,” which included

7 B enno Teschke, “G eopolitical relations in the E uropean M iddle Ages: History and Ihcorv." 
International O rganization  52 (1998): 325-58 ; for a slightly  more elaborate discussion ol 
Teschke’s m odel, see Baki Tezcan, “The Second Empire: T he transform ation o f  (he O t t o m a n  

polity in the seventeenth century,” Com parative S tudies o f  South Asia, A frica  and  the M iddh 
E ast 29 (2009): 5 5 6 -7 2 , at 559-60 .

8 H a ro ld  B erm a n ,  Im v  and  Revolution: The I'brm uhuion o f  the Western Legal Lradition ( ( ’am 
bridge ,  M A: H arvard  Univers i ty  Press, 1983).  3 12, i |no lcd  by Teschke ,  “( ¡eopoli lical re la t ions ."  
339.



strategies that in one way or another implied an investment in the means of 
violence, such as conquering neighboring regions either to colonize and settle 
in the lands there or to establish client slates llial would provide annual tribute 
payments.9

The lords had to engage in such violent strategies, which produced con- 
llict among the ruling class, not because o f the autonomy of the sphere of 
politics as the W eberians would maintain, but rather as a result o f the pres­
sures produced by the peasant strategics of farming the land. Because feudal 
property structures and class relations dictated that the peasant surplus was to 
be extracted from them via extra-economic means, the peasants did not have 
any serious incentives to invest in productivity beyond the necessary level for 
their own sustenance. Their farming practices included the diversification of 
agricultural production and reduced hours of work, both of w hich set limits 
on productivity. Should their lords squeeze them further to extract a greater 
surplus of their labor, they always had the option of flight, which deprived the 
lords o f a labor supply. Feudal conditions o f social action, then, set limits to 
exploitation by their lords. Because the lords were com peting w ith other lords 
over a basically stagnant peasant surplus, there was “a systemic pressure to 
build up military power. Unsurprisingly, development o f agricultural technol­
ogy was relatively lethargic, whereas military innovations based on systematic 
investment in the means of violence were, throughout the M iddle Ages and 
beyond, spectacular.” 10 The violence of the M iddle Ages, then, cannot be 
theorized w ithout incorporating the social relations of lordship.

The conditional, nonabsolute nature o f property brought about a political 
organization based on a series o f interpersonal bonds among the members of 
the lordly class. Yet a vassal who paid hom age to an overlord could also opt to 
join the following o f another lord or aspire to become an overlord himself. In 
this sense, the sovereignty of the overlord was never absolute but conditional, 
very much in the same sense as medieval property was conditional. This was 
especially so in the marches, or frontier regions:

I ithnic , re lig io u s , n a tu ra l-to p o g rap h ica l, o r  lin g u is tic  aspects w ere  se co n d ary  in  d e te rm in in g
I lie “ d em a rc a tio n ” o f  fro n tie r  reg ions. T h e  ex ten s io n  o f  m ed iev a l te rrito ry  fo llo w ed  the  
o p p o rtu n itie s  o f  m ilita ry  co n q u es t, th a t  is , p o litic a l a c c u m u la tio n .. . .  To th e  d eg ree  th a t 
m arch er-lo rd s h ad  to  be  invested  w ith  sp e c ia l m ilita ry  p o w ers o f  c o m m a n d  to  d ea l effec tive ly  
willi un ru ly  neigh b o rs, th ey  b ecam e se m ia u to n o m o u s . M o re  o ften  th an  n o t, th ey  abused  
Ihcir p riv ileg es fo r the  b u ild u p  o f  reg ional s tro n g h o ld s .11

The early Ottoman historical experience fit Teschke’s m odel perfectly. 
( Isman, or perhaps Atman as suggested by the earliest extant spellings of

’’ T csd ike . “ < ieopolilical relations," 3 3 ‘) , 3 4 0  I ; Robert Brenner, ‘T h e  agrarian roots o f  E uro­
pean capitalism ,” in I'he Hicnni'i Debate: Agrarian C law  Structure and  Econom ic D evelop­
m ent in I ’rc im/iixtrinl Europe , eels. T. 11. Aslon and ( '. I I .  li. I’hilpin (Cam bridge: C am bridge
I liiivcrsily 1’ivss, l (>XSh 1 I.’
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his name in contemporary By/.anline sources,12 was a m archer-lord o f this 
kind who most probably recognized as his sovereign Ghazan Khan (d. 1304), 
the M ongol ruler of the Il-khanate centered in western Persia. Coins struck 
in the name of Mongol khans in the early Ottoman period, as well as quasi 
archival and literary evidence from the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, 
suggest that the Ottomans recognized the suzerainty of M ongol overlords well 
into the mid-fourteenth century and later.13

Although Osman would be a vassal in his relationship with his suzerain, the 
M ongol Il-khan, he was an overlord in his relationship with his alps, or knights, 
who had their own subservient companions. In his analysis of a chapter found 
in an early-fourteenth-century Anatolian Turkish Sufi text, the Garibnamc 
by Aşık Pasha, Halil İnalcık emphasizes the close resemblance between the 
relationship of an alp with his companions and that o f a feudal lord with his 
vassals. In this chapter Aşık Pasha wrote about what it took to be an alp. The 
first three qualities o f an alp  were bravery, strength, and zeal. He should have 
a horse, preferably an armored one. Fifth, an alp  him self m ust be armored. 
The next three conditions pertained to his weapons: a proper alp m ust carry 
a bow and arrows, a sword, and a spear. According to Aşık Pasha, even if ;i 
man had all those personal qualities and military paraphernalia, he would not 
qualify to be an alp if he lacked a comrade. Aşık Pasha also referred to an 
oath taken on one’s sword, which İnalcık explains as “a ritual for establishing' 
blood brotherhood or war com panionship.” İnalcık compares this bond to a 
vassal’s promise o f hom age and fealty to his lord, the commendatio , which 
was “one o f the strongest social bonds the [European] feudal period has evci 
known.” 14

According to Fuad Köprülü, who was the first to draw attention to the 
same passage in Aşık Pasha, the alps, constituted the nobility of the medieval 
nomadic society of the steppes:

W h en  the  c h ie f  o f  a tr ib e  tak es various tribes u n d e r  h is au th o rity  and  e s tab lish es  a  political 
sy s tem  o f  a  co n fe d e ra te  n a tu re , a ro u n d  h im  th e re  w o u ld  b e  an a ris to cra tic  c la ss  constitu te! I 
by  a lps. T h ese  a lp s, som e o f  w h o m  m ay  be  ch ie fs  o f  th e  su b o rd in a ted  tribes, w o u ld  be lied

12 G yuia M oravcsik, “T ürklüğün tetkiki bakım ından B izanto lo jin in  ehem m iyeti,” in İkinci TùU  
Tarih Kongresi (İstanbul, 2 0 -2 5  Eylül 1937) (Istanbul: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1943), 4 ‘Hı. 
G eorges Pachym érès, R elations historiques, vol. IV, ed. and tr. A lbert Failler (Paris: Inslilui 
français d ’études byzantines, 1999), 346, n. 15.

13 Aydın Ayhan and Tuncer Şengün, “A nadolu beyliklerinin ve Osmantı B ey liğ i’nin İlhanlılaı 
adına kestirdiği sikkeler,” in XIII. Türk Tarih Kongresi, A nkara, 4 -8  Ekim  1999: Kongreye 
sunulan bildiriler, 3 vols, in 5 (Ankara: Türk Tarih K urum u, 2002), vol. Ill, part 11,1161 / 1. 
A hm et-Zeki Validi [Togan], “Econom ic conditions in A natolia in the M ongol period." li 
Gary Leiser, Annales lslam ologiques  25 (1991): 2 0 3 -4 0 ; İsm ail Hakkı U zunçarşılı, Osnıanh  
Tarihi, 4  vols. (Ankara: T ürk Tarih Kurumu, 1947-59), vol. t, 30-1 .

14 H alil İnalcık, “Foundation o t  O ttom an State,” tr. M etin Yeğeııoğlu, in The Turks, cils. I lasan 
Celal Güzel, et al., 6 vols. (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2002), vol. Ill, 60 2; anıl Aşık l ’aça, <,'anh  
nâme: tıpkıbasım , karşılaştırm alı ıııeliıı ye aklarına, ed. Kemııl Yavuz, 2 vols. ( İstanbul: Tın k 
Dil Kurıııııu, 2000), vol. Il, part II, 5’IX 79.
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lo ihe g rea t c h ie f  w ith  a  perso n a l bond 111;11 is rem in iscen t o f  tho bond o f  v assa lag e  w e  see 
In w este rn  E u ro p ean  f e u d a l is m .. . .

The m utual re la tio n sh ip s  b e tw een  the  g reat c h id  an d  o ilier ch iefs, on the  o n e  h an d , and 
hel w een  the  le sse r  c h ie fs  an d  th e ir  alps, on die o ilier, w ere  o rdered  and  d e te rm in ed  acco rd in g
lo the  ru les o f  c u s to m a ry  law . N onob serv an ee  o f  ihese ru les by e ith e r  o n e  o f  th e  p arties 
w ould  b rin g  ab o u t a  su d d en  b reak  in the re la tio n sh ip s , llial is lo say, it w ou ld  cau se  in ternal 
revo lu tions and  r e b e l l io n s .. . .  T h e  ch iefs had lo  g ive  genera l ban q u e ts  to  th e ir  ow n a lp s 
ill c e rta in  tim es in  a c co rd an ce  w ith  certa in  ce rem o n ia l ru les that w ou ld  be fo llo w ed  by a 
looting  o f  the  g o o d s o f  th e  c h ie f  by  his a lp s . . . .  A c h ie f  w ho  w ould  not do  th is  w o u ld  easily  
lose h is ru le  o v e r h is a lp s . [T he a lp s  lived  in a n | e ra  d u rin g  w hich  raid  an d  p lu n d e r  w ere 
m eans o f  p ro d u c tio n .15

The age of the alps “during which raid and plunder were means o f production” 
extended well into the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, if not later, as this 
nomadic society m igrated westward into Byzantine Anatolia. The Book o f  
Dede Korkut, a collection of epic stories in Turkish, was a product of this age 
in which a leader o f alps “used to have his tents plundered at gatherings.” 16 
The extant written version of this collection seems to originate from  the second 
half o f  the fifteenth century. Although som e o f its stories went way back to 
the pre-Islamic period in Central Asia, others had a more contemporary ring 
lo them.

It was not only in epics, though, where one finds the a/ps, who were 
described by Aşık Pasha with such precision in the early fourteenth century. 
Right around the time when the Garibname was composed, the company of 
Osman, the founder o f the Ottoman dynasty, included names such as Ayghud 
Alp, Dündar Alp, Hasan Alp, Turgut/Durkut Alp, and Konur Alp. In the 
Ottoman chronicle that supplied some o f these names, Osman said the fol­
lowing to his son Orhan as the last statem ent o f his will: “Bestow abundant 
favors on your comrades (nökers) -  for your benevolence towards them is the 
trap [that keeps them] in their condition.” 17 In other words, as long as one 
satisfied his vassals, they would rem ain loyal; to put it the other way around, if 
one did not satisfy them, they m ight look for other leaders. Thus benevolence 
was not a disinterested ethical goodness but rather a political requirement
10 secure a vassal’s hom age to his overlord. The sense o f mutual obligation 
(lull was invoked by Köprülü in reference to a somewhat earlier period in his

11 M. Fuad Köprülü, “A lp,” lA , vol. I, 382 -3 .
'The B ook o f  D ede Korkut: A  Turkish ep ic , eds. and trs. Faruk Süm er, A hm et E. Uysal, and 
Warren S. W alker (Austin: University o f  Texas Press, 1972), 168; see also G eoffrey L ew is’ 
nole dial cites historical cases in w hich such plunders took place, The B ook o f  D ede K orkut, 
lr. (ieo lfrey  t.ew is (H arm ondsw orth: Penguin, (974), 210, n. 135.
A şıkpaşa/ndc Ahm ed, “Tevârîh-i âl-i O sm an ,” in Osmanlt Tarihleri, ed. Ç iftçioğlu N. A tsız 
(Istanbul: T ürkiye Yayınevi, l l)4()), 112; lor Ayghud Alp, see S a ’deddin, T âcu t-tevârîh , 

vols. (Istanbul, 127‘) 80), vol. I, 21; lor I)iindar Alp, wlio m ight have been O sm an’s uncle, 
see Hüseyin liosnavi (called Koca M ii'en ili) , H r d iiv ii i l  vu kd y i', ed. A. S. Tveritinova, 

vols. (M oscow, I 'X il), vol I. W, /8 /'), for llie other <///>s m entioned, see the index of 
A sikpasa/ade.



discussion ol' the banquets, then, was very much alive around the time that 
Osman was engaged in the conquest o f Byzantine Bithynia.

Although raiding someone else’s territory m ight be productive in the short 
term  and satisfy one’s companions, the long-term good of the Ottoman ruling 
class, which at this point might be construed to consist o f Osman, his comrades, 
and the com rades of their com rades, lay in the sustainable exploitation of the 
peasantry. This idea was expressed by Ghazan Khan, the M ongol Il-khan of 
Persia and the overlord of all former Seljuk territories in Anatolia; hence, 
O sm an’s ultimate suzerain. Ghazan Khan was said to have addressed the 
M ongol-Turkish military and nom ad aristocracy in the following manner:

I am  n o t on  th e  sid e  o f  th e  [Iran ian  sub jec ts]. I f  th e re  is a  p u rp o se  in  p illag in g  th e m  all, 
th e re  is n o -o n e  w ith  m o re  p o w e r  to  d o  th is th an  I. L e t u s ro b  th em  together. B u t i f  you  
w ish  to  b e  ce rta in  o f  co llec tin g  g ra in  a n d  food  fo r  y o u r  tab les  in  the  fu tu re , I m u st be h a rsh  
w ith  you . Y ou m u st b e  tau g h t reaso n . I f  you  in su lt the  [sub jec ts], take  th e ir  o x en  an d  seed , 
an d  tram p le  th e ir  c ro p s in to  th e  g ro u n d , w h at w ill y o u  do  in  th e  fu tu re ? . . .  T h e  o b ed ien t 
[sub jects] m u st b e  d is tin g u ish ed  f ro m  the  [sub jec ts] w h o  are  o u r enem ies. H o w  sh o u ld  w e 
n o t p ro te c t th e  obed ien t, a llo w in g  th e m  to  su ffer d is tre ss  an d  to rm e n t a t o u r h a n d s .18

Osman may or may not have said anything o f this sort to his comrades. It 
is, nevertheless, important to demystify the form ation o f the Ottoman political 
enterprise. W hether the Ottomans believed that they were fighting in the name 
o f their faith or they styled themselves as benevolent lords, they were living 
off the land, not unlike the other conquerors o f the medieval world. Just as 
the M iddle Ages in Europe “could not live on Catholicism ,” in Karl M arx’s 
words, the late medieval Ottomans could not live on Islam .19 W hen O sm an’s 
comrade Turgut Alp conquered İnegöl, Osman is supposed to have given the 
area to him as a timar. In due course, the area consisting of “his villages” 
was called Turgut Eli, or the Land of Turgut. Similary, Hasan Alp received 
Yar Hisar.20 Thus the heroic knights {alps,) were becom ing feudal landlords 
whose livelihoods, as well as that of their retinue and other dependents, were 
dependent on the extra-economic appropriation of the surplus produced by 
their peasants.

This feudal nature o f the Ottoman polity in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries created two related sources of political tension; this tension in turn 
brought about the series of conquests, the narrative o f which constitutes the 
“rise” of the Ottoman Empire, and led to the development of the patrimonial 
political system in the sixteenth century. The source o f the first tension, which 
may be called the horizontal one, was the fact that the Ottoman ruler was not the

18 Q uoted  by I. P. Petrushevsky, “The socio-econom ic condition o f  Iran under the Il-khans,” 
in The C am bridge H istory o f  Iran, vol. V: The Saljuq and  M ongol Periods, ed. J. A. Boyle 
(Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity Press, 1968), 494.

19 “O ne thing is clear: the M iddle A ges could not live on Catholicism , nor could the ancient 
w orld  on politics',” K arl M arx, Capital: A Critique o f  Political E conom y, vol. I .tr. Hen I w k e s .  
reprin t (London: Penguin, 1976). 176; quoted by Teschkc, "G eopolitical relations.” 325.

20 A şıkpaşazade, “Tevârîh-i âl-i O sm an.” 105.



only political pow er in the region. Because he was only one of many overlords 
who competed for the support of the vassals, he had to earn and sustain their 
homage by securing their satisfaction. If Orhan did not show him self to be the 
more capable and prom ising ruler, his men would start shifting their allegiance 
toward the neighboring lordly families, such as the House of Aydın, Germiyan, 
or Karasi or even the Byzantine Empire.

There were historical moments at w hich one could imagine that political 
entities like Osman and his retinue could have been integrated into the Byzan­
tine Empire the way many Balkan polities lived under Byzantine suzerainty 
for centuries. Turkish mercenaries who jo ined the Catalans in the service of 
the Byzantine Em pire against other Turkish warlords in A natolia are well 
known.21 A more striking example o f cooperation was the meeting o f Demir 
Khan, the leader of the House of Karasi, w ith the Byzantine Em peror Andron- 
icus II (1282-1328) at Pegai, around m odern Karabiga on the southern shore 
o f the M arm ara Sea. A t this meeting a Turkish contemporary o f Orhan kissed 
the foot of the Byzantine Em peror in acknowledgment o f his superiority.22

The m arriage of Orhan to Theodora, the daughter of John VI Cantacuzenus, 
in 1346 was represented in similar terms by Byzantine sources, which gave the 
impression that Orhan asked for her hand, “promising thereafter to serve [John 
VI] as a vassal with his whole army.”23 Interestingly, Gregoras Nikephoros, a 
contemporary o f Orhan, started calling him  Hyrcanus in his chronicle from the 
m oment this marriage proposal was mentioned. This name change suggested 
that once Orhan becam e part o f a civilized family, he gave up his barbarian 
name and took a Greek one; this act was not unlike that o f John, the king 
o f Judaea, who had taken the same name, Hyrcanus, upon his accession to 
power in the late second century b c e  as a symbol of the Jewish recognition 
of Hellenistic culture.24 Obviously one should read this marriage as John V i’s 
attempt to ally him self with Orhan to gain military strength in his political 
struggle for the Byzantine throne.25 Yet it is clear that whether one was from 
Constantinople or Bursa determ ined whom one identified as the senior partner 
in the relationship between John VI Cantacuzenus and Orhan.

21 R am on M untaner, The Chronicle o fM un taner, tr. Lady G oodenough, 2 vols. (London: H akluyt 
Society, 1920-21), vol. II, 542 -4 , 578 -9 .

22 John VI C antacuzenus, G eschichte, trs. G eorgios Fatouros and T ilm an K rischer (Stuttgart: A. 
H iersem ann, 1982-), vol. II, 20.

23 D onald M. N icol, The Last C enturies o f  Byzantium , 1261-1453 , 2nd ed. (Cam bridge: C am ­
bridge U niversity  P ress, 1993), 204.

24 N ikephoros G regoras, R hom aische G eschichte, tr. Jan Louis van D ieten (Stuttgart: A. H ierse­
m ann, 1973-), vol. I ll, 154; com pare vol. II, part II, 224, 282.

25 That is exactly  how a Turkish h istorian  o f  the Byzantine E m pire recounted  the event; Ş erif  
Başlav, Bizans İm paratorluğu Tarihi: Son D evir (1261-1461)  (A nkara: Türk Kültürünü 
A raştırm a Enstitüsü, 1989), 42. A m ore detailed analysis o f  this m arriage is offered by 
A nthony Hryer, “G reek historians on Ihe Turks: The case o f  the first Byzantine-O ttom an 
m arriage," in The W ri/ini’ o f  H istory in the M iddle Ages: Essays presented  to Richard W illiam  
Soiilhern. « Is . R. II. ( '.  Davis and J. M. W allace I ladrill (O xford: C larendon Press, 1981), 
471 93.
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Orhan, llıcıı, had lo perform well to keep his men on his side and not lose 
them to another warlord like him self or to the Byzantine emperor himself. 
The trouble with this pressure was that its successful resolution only brought 
more pressure. A victory on the battlefield or a conquest attracted more men to 
the Ottoman enterprise, creating further pressures to keep their allegiance 
under conditions of limited agricultural resources. The creation o f new 
resources was only possible through further conquest as agricultural produc­
tivity was limited for reasons presented earlier in the discussion o f Teschke’s 
model. Thus the Ottomans had to conquer new territories for political sur­
vival in a world o f limited agricultural productivity. Fortunately, for them, and 
unfortunately for many others, they had a com petent leadership that delivered 
on its prom ise of satisfaction to its vassals through a swift series o f con­
quests. As noted by Teschke, “strong unifying forces are discernible wherever 
a com petent warlord set out to lead his co-ruling nobles into successive cycles 
o f campaigning and the subsequent redistribution o f conquered land and the 
wider spoils o f war (slaves, women, hostages, treasure, tributes, armaments) 
among his contented warriors.”26

These unifying forces brought the Ottomans to the heart of southeastern 
Europe and eastern Anatolia rather quickly. Yet their unity always remained 
fragile because the feudal ties that the Ottomans established with their vassals 
were by their very nature vulnerable. This vulnerability had nothing to do 
with religious differences between the suzerain and his vassals. To give a 
striking example, Stefan Lazarevic, the Orthodox Christian Prince o f Serbia 
and an Ottoman vassal, apparently tried to free his suzerain and brother-in-law, 
Bayezid I, by entering into battle three times after the latter was caught by 
Tim ur’s soldiers at the Battle o f Ankara in 1402.27 W hat made these personal 
ties even m ore vulnerable was the ease w ith w hich a suzerain could fall from 
power and become a vassal. Ya’kub II, the Lord o f Germiyan, had lost his 
territories to Bayezid I, but after the Battle o f Ankara, he became the senior 
ally o f M ehm ed I, who was much weaker than his father had been, as evidenced 
by the oath he took to be loyal to Ya’kub II.28

By the second half o f the fifteenth century, however, Ottomans had already 
started replacing their vassals with governors. One after the other, all the A nato­
lian and Balkan principalities, including the Byzantine capital Constantinople, 
were annexed to the Ottoman Empire, leaving M ehm ed II the one and only 
great lord o f the lands stretching from the Danube to the Euphrates. This period 
corresponds to the second stage o f Ottoman conquests in the analysis o f Halil

26 Teschke, “G eopolitical R elations,” 343.
27 John V. A. F ine, Jr., The Late M edieva l Balkans: A  C ritical Survey from  the Late Twelfth 

C entury to the O ttom an C onquest (A nn Arbor: U niversity o f  M ichigan Press, 1987), 499.
28 Şinasi Tekin, “Fatih Sultan M ehm ed devrine ait bir inşa m ecm uası,” Journal o f  Turkish Studies

20 (1996): 267 -3 1 1 , a t 2 9 6 -7 , 307 -8 ; D im itris J. K astritsis, tr.,“Çelebi M ehcm m ed’s letter o f 
oath (sevgendndm e) to Ya’kub [I o f  G erm iyan: notes and a translation based on Şinasi T ekin’s 
edition ,” Şinasi Tekin’in A nısına: Uyifurtardan O sm anlıya  (Istanbul: Simmy., 2005), 442 4.



İnalcık, who argues that the Ottomans did not intervene in local affairs in the 
first stage o f their conquests and only engaged in centralization efforts later.29 
Although İnalcık leaves one with the im pression that this tw o-tiered approach 
to conquests was a conscious policy choice on the part o f the Ottomans, the 
analysis offered here suggests that the first stage of the conquests in İnalcık’s 
framework could not have happened any other way because o f the political 
limitations im posed upon a “great lord” by the nature of feudal relations. The 
“great lord” was the suzerain of his vassals who were lords in their own areas. 
Thus it was im possible for him  to intervene in their internal affairs. It was only 
after M ehmed II form ed the akçe zone, thereby securing a rich treasury, that 
the second stage m arked by centralization ensued.

From M ehm ed  II, the great lord, to Süleym an I, the em peror

As shown in the first chapter, already in the fifteenth century there was the 
beginning of a gradual move toward a monetary economy in the Ottoman 
realm s.30 A very significant indication of this shift was the development in the 
mid-fifteenth century o f the akçe zone between the Danube and the Euphrates, 
an area in which many different currencies had been in place. The various 
Byzantine denominations, the South Slav monetary systems that had been in 
use in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries,31 and all the different 
examples of coinage among the Anatolian principalities were replaced by a 
single currency throughout the geographical unit that roughly corresponded 
to the Byzantine territories of the eleventh century. The lands o f the Ottoman 
Empire were well integrated monetarily w ithout much effort, suggesting that 
such an integration m ight well have been underway long before M ehmed II 
brought about political integration. Although there is little available evidence 
to show the social dynamics that made the monetary integration possible, it is 
quite clear that the socioeconomic move toward a m arket-oriented economy 
created monetary resources that allowed M ehm ed II to transform  the Ottoman 
political structures once he secured the charisma to execute this transformation 
with the conquest of Constantinople in 1453. This first wave of monetization 
was to be repeated in the sixteenth century over a larger geographical area.

As suggested earlier, two inherent political tensions arose from  the nature of 
Ottoman feudal political relations. The first one, which I called the horizontal 
one, created pressures on the suzerain to make territorial conquests to satisfy 
his vassals so they would not work for another overlord. The second inherent 
tension in the system was the ever-present possibility that an Ottoman vassal 
would becom e an overlord in his own right and so would com pete with the

29 Halil İnalcık, “O ttom an m ethods o f conquest,” Studia Islam ica  2 (1954): 103-29.
30 See C hapter 1 ,21.
!l I). M. M etcalf, Coiıuıt’t' ill llic Itnlkiinx. K20 1355 (Thessaloniki: Institute for Balkan Studies, 

1965), 200.



Ottoman ruler himself. The Ottomans were well aware o f this risk as they 
themselves had been vassals of superior powers, such as the Mongols, in their 
early history. These two fundamental sources of political tension, the hori 
zontal competition between suzerains over (he allegiance o f vassals and the 
vertical competition between the suzerain and the vassal to sustain the hiei 
archical relationship of power, were further com plicated by their interaction 
with each other. W hereas strengthening a vassal with a view to securing his 
continuing loyalty in the face of overlords competing for his hom age could 
encourage him to become independent, weakening him to prevent his indc 
pendence could encourage him to look for an alternative overlord.

These tensions shaped the formative period, about 1300-1453, o f the 
Ottoman Empire in two fundamental ways. W hereas horizontal competition 
betw een overlords culminated, as suggested earlier, in the series of conquests 
that created the Ottoman Empire, the vertical tension between the Ottoman 
overlord and his vassals was eventually resolved in a patrimonial political 
system (1453-1580) in which feudal relations were replaced by artificial tics 
o f kinship constructed by real as well as fictive bonds of what I call “political 
slavery.”32 I use the term “political slavery” to distinguish the slavery of, let’s 
say, a grand vizier, from  that o f an African laborer in North Am erica in the 
eighteenth century. In contrast to slave owners in the American South, an 
Ottoman sultan owed very expensive obligations toward his slaves; in the case 
of a grand vizier, his compensation might well exceed the combined treasury 
revenue o f several small contemporary kingdoms in Europe.

Thus the difference between feudalism and Ottoman patrimonialism, as 
I use these terms, is not a qualitative one. In the final analysis, both were 
based on mutual obligations created by a political bond that defined a power 
relationship between two parties, one of which was cast as superior to the other. 
The difference between the two systems seems to be related to the question o! 
stability. Feudalism was inherently instable as the political bond between the 
overlord and the vassal could not be taken for granted. The vassal of today could 
aspire to becom e the suzerain of tomorrow, or the vassal of a certain king could 
shift his allegiance to another one. Ottoman patrimonialism, however, was 
supposed to be a system in which the bond between the master and his servani, 
or slave, could not be broken. Thus Ottoman patrimonialism transformed 
one of the defining characteristics of feudal social relations, vassalage, which 
basically m eant being “the ‘m an’ of another m an,” into a seemingly more 
stable bond -  that of artificial kinship through slavery.33

Contemporary sources documented well the transformation o f feudal polii 
ical relationships into bonds of slavery. As is well known, from the reign

32 F o r  p a t r im o n ia l i s m ,  see  Hali l İnalc ık , “C o m m e n t s  oıı ‘su l tan is in : ’ Max W e b e r ’s lypif icalion
o f  the  O t to m a n  po li ty ,” Princeton Papers in Near Eastern Studies I ( 19 92) :  49  72 ,  ;U 5(>.

33 F o r  the  quo te ,  see  M arc  Hloeh,  E'eudat Society, ir. I,. A. M an y o n ,  2 vols. (C h ic ag o :  C l ı i c a p ı
Unive rs i ty  Press,  1961), vol. I, 1-15.



of M ehmed II on, Ottoman grand vi/.iers and oilier high-ranking military- 
administrative personnel began to be drawn more from the household of the 
sultan and less from  the ranks of the Anatolian and Balkan nobility. The rea­
soning behind this shift was symbolically explained in a dream  attributed to 
Murad II, the father o f  Mehmed II; an anonymous Greek chronicle from the 
early sixteenth century placed this dream within the course o f the events of 
about 1445:

T hey  say th a t M u rad  h ad  a  d ream  o n e  n igh t, w h ich  lie then  re la ted  an d  th e  T u rk s be liev ed
il to  b e  p rop h e tic : h e  saw  a  m an  d ressed  in w h ite  g a rm en ts , like a  p ro p h e t, w h o  to o k  the  
ring th a t h is  son  w as w ea rin g  on  h is m id d le  linger and  tran sfe rred  it  to  th e  seco n d  finger; 
then  h e  to o k  it o ff  an d  p u t in  on  th e  th ird ; a f te r  he  had p assed  th e  rin g  to  a ll five fingers, 
lie th rew  it  aw ay  an d  h e  van ish ed . M u ra d  su m m o n ed  h is h o d zas an d  d iv in ers  an d  asked  
Ihern to  in te rp re t th is  d ream  fo r  h im . T hey  said : “ U n doub ted ly , th e  m e a n in g  is th a t on ly  
live k in g s fro m  y o u r  lin e  w ill re ign ; th en  an o th e r d y n as ty  w ill tak e  o v e r th e  k in g d o m .” 
U ecause o f  th is  d ream  it  w as d ec id ed  th a t n o  m em b ers  o f  th e  o ld , n o b le  fam ilies , i.e . the  
T urah an o ğ lu , th e  M ih a lo ğ lu , o r the  E vren o s , w o u ld  be  ap p o in ted  b eg le rb eg s  o r  v iz ie rs  and  
tha t th ey  sh o u ld  b e  re s tr ic te d  to  th e  o ffice  o f  th e  s ta n d a rd -b ea re r  o f  th e  a k ın c ı, i.e. the  
ho rsem en  w ho  ow e m ilita ry  se rv ice  a n d  rece iv e  no  sa lary  w h en  they  fo rm  th e  vanguard  
d u rin g  cam p aig n s . T h e re  is an o th e r fam ily  o f  th is  k in d , ca lled  M a lk o ço ğ lu . T h ese  s tandard  
hearers are  u n d e r th e  c o m m a n d  o f  th e  b eg le rb eg . A ll th ese  fam ilie s  h ad  h o p e d  to  re ig n  but, 
because  o f  M u ra d ’s d ream , they  w ere  d ep riv ed  o f  th e ir  fo rm er co n s id e ra b le  au th o rity .34

This transition from  a leadership based on local nobility to one drawn from 
I lie slaves o f the sultan in the mid-fifteenth century could not have happened in 
the absence of a strong monetary economy that financed it. It was the monetary 
resources that M ehm ed II amassed that made it possible for him  to keep a 
larger slave household and a strong central army. W hile his slave household 
members staffed the upperm ost ranks of the Ottoman administration, their 
authority was secured by the central army, which also consisted o f royal slaves 
of devşirme origin. The expenses o f both were financed by the gradually 
increasing production for the m arket w ithout which neither taxes in cash 
could be expanded nor form er feudal ties be broken. For instance, soon after
I lie conquest o f Trabzon from the Byzantine Comnenos dynasty in 1461, 
lid s  in the area were distributed to the slaves com ing from the household 
of the sultan.35 The sultan could not have maintained these slaves without a 
market economy that created the cash tax resources for their upbringing and 
education in the central army. In addition, as men stationed in the imperial 
capital Istanbul, they would not have been able to use revenue from  a tract of 
laud in Trabzon without engaging in monetary transactions in the marketplace.

II M ar io s  Ph i l ipp ides ,  tr. Byzantium, Europe, and  the Early O ttom an Sultans -  1373-1513: A n  
Anonym ous (¡reek Chronicle o f  the Seventeenth Century (C odex B arherinus G raecus 111)
( N e w  R oche l le :  Aris t ide  I). C a r a l / a s ,  I W O),  59 ..60;  q u o ted  by  H eath  W. L ow ry ,  The N ature
of thi’ Early Oltonian State (A lbany :  Sta te  U nivers i ty  o f  N ew  York Press,  20 0 3 ) ,  140.

n  <). I.. Markan, “T in ıa ı .” İA, vol. XII/I, <00.



Thus slowly but steadily, the growth of a monetary economy allowed the slave,', 
o f the sultan to replace feudal vassals on various levels in the exploitation ol 
agricultural resources. This transformation could not be better symbolized 
than in the shift o f meaning attached to the term nöker, which lost its primary 
connotation relating to M ongol nobility and came to mean a servant or slave.1,1 
The slave-servants of the sultan became the new nobility of the land, the 
m embers of which were supposed to be replaced by the next generation ol 
slaves, thereby making it impossible to build strong bases of opposition in 
royal authority.

Süleyman the Magnificent, then, was not the suzerain of many vassals but 
rather the emperor of his slaves.37 The patrim onial system seemed to have 
reached such a level o f perfection toward the end o f his reign that one did not 
need to wonder about who was going to be the next grand vizier. Everythin)' 
functioned like clockwork. The promotion system in place selected the gifted 
servants of the sultan and raised them in the hierarchy through proper steps up 
to the second vizierate. W hoever happened to be the second vizier at the time < >1 
the dism issal or death of a grand vizier replaced his predecessor in office. Ayas 
Pasha (grand vizier, 1536-9), Lutfi Pasha (1539-41), Hadım Süleyman Paslın 
(1541—4), Rüstem Pasha (1544-53, 1555-61), Kara Ahmed Pasha (1553-5), 
Semiz Ali Pasha (1561-5), Sokullu M ehm ed Pasha (1565-79), and Semi/ 
Ahmed Pasha (1579-80) were all former royal servants who were appointed 
as viziers to the imperial council during the reign of Süleyman and wen- 
prom oted to the grand vizierate in due course after serving as second vizier.Wi

The only remaining source o f political tension appeared to be the one amonj’. 
the royal princes. W hereas in the feudal age the Ottoman sultan had to be wary 
about losing his men to a competing overlord in the region, in the age <>l 
patrimonialism, the central concern was not to divide the allegiance of the 
political slaves among royal princes. Thus during the reigns o f Bayezid 11 
(1481-1512) and Süleyman I (1520-66), the competition among royal prince1, 
for imperial succession began happening already during the lifetime of then 
fathers. During the reigns o f Selim II (1566-74), and M urad III (1574—95), 
only one prince held a governmental post in the provinces, thus making it

36 See H alil tn a lc ik ’s com m ents in A hm et Caferoğlu, “T ürk  tarih inde ‘nöker’ ve ‘nöker-zâdeleı 
m üessesesi,” IV. Türk Tarih Kongresi -  A nkara, 1 0 -1 4  Kasını 1948 (A nkara: Türk 'I 11 ılı 
K urum u, 1952), 260.

37 There w ere, however, parts o f the em pire o f Süleym an w here one m ight be able to talk ahum 
vassalage, such as the O ttom an K urdistan; see Baki Tezxan, “The developm ent o f  the iim 
of ‘K urdistan’ as a geographical description and the incorporation o f this region into lli< 
O ttom an E m pire in the 16th century,” in The Great O ltom an-Turkish C ivilisation, cds. Kcin.il 
Çiçek et al., 4  vols. (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2000), vol. Ill, 540-53 .

38 For biographies o f  these grand viziers except Semi/. Ahm ed Pasha, see the rclcvanl entries in 
İA  and İA2. S em i/ Ahmed Pasha, for whom no entry is provided in reference w orks, was llnnl 
vizier in the m id- 1570s, w hereas Piyale Pasha was second vizier. The latter died in 157K; 11 nr. 
Semi/, A hm ed must have been the second vizier in 1579 when Nokollu died; Selaniki, Tauh  
vol. I, II î, 125; .Şcralcddiıı Turan, "Piy.-ile l ’aş.ı.” İA, veil l.\,S(>0 ’)



Im possible fo r any factions to be lom u-d around com peting  p rinces.39 In 
theory, this system  created  a unity o f purpose am ong the m em bers o f  the 
extended fam ily  o f  the em peror that included, lirst and forem ost, h is slaves. 
As articulated  by  K ınalızade A li  around 1565, it was this unity that ensured 
the successful exp lo ita tion  o f  the em p ire 's  subjects:

| As long  as] th e  u n io n  th a t is co n c lu d ed  am o n g  the  m aste rs o f  the dev le t lasts , th e  suprem acy  
HIKİ d o m in a tio n , w h ich  a re  in se p arab le  from  that un ion , con tin u e . It is an e s ta b lish e d  fac t 
Ilıtıl e ach  d ev le t  b eg in s w ith  a  g roup  o f  m en  en te rin g  an a lliance  and ac tin g  like the  m em bers 
o f  o n e  bod y  . . .  in  h e lp in g  an d  su p p o rtin g  each  o ther, liach  ind iv idual has a  ce rta in  d eg ree  
o f  pow er, y e t on ce  th e ir  p o w e r  is assem b led  to g e th e r in one p lace , it b eco m es m ore  than  
|llie  sum  o f]  each  o n e ’s pow er. T h u s a  sm all g roup  o f  a llied  m en p revails o v e r m any groups 
that are  d isu n ited . Is it  n o t o b v io u s th a t th e  n u m b er o f  m en w ho are  in p o ssessio n  o f  a  dev le t 
does no t even am o u n t to  o n e  h u n d red th  o f  th e  n u m b e r  o f  that d e v le t 'a su b je c ts?  A nd yet 
Kİııee these  m en  are  a llied  and  the  su b jec ts  are  no t, th e  fo rm er b eco m e  v ic to rs  and  ru lers 
w hile  the  la tte r  are  d e fe a te d  an d  ru led .40

However, a m ajor contradiction was about to create serious problems for the 
Ottoman political system. The perfected system of the imperial exploitation 
of agricultural resources had developed in response to the inherent vertical 
tensions of feudal political relations, which in turn, were a reflection of feudal 
socioeconomic relations. Yet the patrim onial political system was very much 
the product of a m arket economy as argued earlier. Not surprisingly, new 
socioeconomic forces were to create new kinds of political tensions to which 
lltc patrimonial system was going to respond ineffectively.

The development of the court as a center of political power

The patrimonial political system that the Ottomans developed in response to 
llie inherent tensions o f feudal political relations produced new challenges, 
such as powerful vizier households, to w hich the dynasty reacted by trans­
forming the court into a new center o f political power. As pointed out earlier, 
while the Ottomans were responding to tensions associated with feudal polit­
ical relations, they had already started operating under a new socioeconomic 
Net t ing ,  that of a market society in the making. The patrim onial response to 
some of the most essential political tensions o f a bygone age had uncalculated 
consequences in a new era that was to be defined by the slow but steady growth 
of a market society. Producing for the market provided incentives for peasants 
imd others to maximize their profits, leading to an increase in labor produc­
t i v i t y  from the fifteenth to the sixteenth centuries.41 As the age of “political

1,1 See ( iıap tcr 1, 46.
111 K ınalı/aile, Ahlâk ı ‘A lâ 'i, book 111, 2; cl’. Sii ley m âniye K ütüphanesi, H am idiye 626, 

I 'lOKa.
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accum ulation” was coining to a close, the quintessential resource to be con­
trolled became cash Hows rather than agricultural resources. By the end o f the 
sixteenth century, the Ottoman sultan came to realize that he was about to lose 
his grip on the reins of imperial power; that is, the control o f cash flows in 
his domains. His competitors were not other suzerains who com m anded the 
allegiance o f  his vassals or one of his vassals who had become independent, 
but his very own slaves.

The O ttom an centralist policies, which attempted to hinder the form ation of 
alternative loci o f power in the provinces by appointing palace school graduates 
who did not have local power bases, had the unwanted effect o f creating other 
alternative loci o f power. The palace graduates took the opportunity to build 
clienteles o f their own, using their powerful offices as a base from which to 
distribute lesser positions. In the end, the imperial servants gradually replaced 
the provincial notables o f the conquered territories in local power structures. 
As a result there developed a web of personal relations running all over the 
empire, with Istanbul as the center where all the ties cam e together. In this type 
of a centralized state, the tim ar was transformed from being a salary substitute 
for a provincial cavalryman into a commodity in the market of patron-client 
relationships.42

The power o f the vizierial political patronage centered in Istanbul was 
immense. W hile the viziers were building their clienteles, they were not 
bestowing their favors for free. The practice of the sale o f offices was w ide­
spread.43 The Venetian ambassador Giacomo Soranzo, who was in Istanbul 
around 1575, noted the riches o f the grand vizier Sokollu and stated that he 
controlled all appointments and sold everything publicly.44 The sale of offices 
was not the only source of income enjoyed by the grand vizier. For instance, 
Sokollu also profited from international trade by selling the produce of his 
lands to Venice and other European countries.45 In fact, he was so involved 
in trade that he was actively engaged in developing a new port on the East­
ern M editerranean coast slightly to the north of İskenderun (Alexandretta) in 
ancient Baiae, or Payas (modern Yakacık).46

How could one quantify the power o f a vizier? One way is to establish 
the extent o f his wealth. Fortunately we have an inventory of the estate of 
Rüstern Pasha, the son-in-law of Süleyman the M agnificent who had served 
him for some fifteen years as grand vizier (1544-53, 1555—61 ).47 A t the time 
of his death, Rüstern Pasha’s wealth, most probably excluding his generous

42 For exam ples, see C hapter 1, 22; Tezcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 145-6.
43 In the early  seventeenth century, this practice was so com m onplace that a sm all town 

im am /teacher and form er w arden in B osnia was to declare in his own work that he sold 
his office o f  the warden, converting it in to  cash; A ga D ede, Ta’rîh-nâm e, 27.

44 Pedani-Fabris, Relazioni, 209. 45 A nonym ous, “H ırzü ’l-m ülûk,” 178.
46 M . Fatih  M üderrisoğlu, “O sm anlı İm paratorluğu’nun D oğu A kden iz’deki iskelesi Payas ve 

Sokullu M ehm ed Paşa M enzil K ülliyesi,” in 9th International Congress o f  Turkish A rt
2 5 - 2 7 Sep tem ber 1991, Istanbul, 3 vols. (Ankara: Kültür B akanlığı, 1995), vol. II, 513 24.

47 Âli, K u n h ü ’T a hbâr , TY 5959, I'. 2 4 1h; Peçevi, T a’rfh, vol. I, 23.



endowments that supported a num ber of mosques, hospices, and colleges all 
over the empire, was far greater than the annual revenues of the Ottoman central 
treasury. In the fiscal year of 1547, the total o f the revenues that reached the 
treasury from all sources of cash was 128,608,946 akçes,48 whereas the value 
o f the silver, gold, and jewelry in the list o f Riistem Pasha’s possessions, the 
three items for w hich cash estimates w ere made, added up to 155,660,000 
akçes,49 which only accounts for a portion o f the estate.

Although we do not know the m onetary value of m ost of the items in 
Riistem Pasha’s estate inventory, the 815 farms and 476 water mills that were 
located in various parts of Anatolia and Rumelia, as well as the 1,700 slaves, 
2,900 horses, and 1,106 camels, show the extent o f the economic activities 
in which a grand vizier could engage. The estate inventory also suggested 
that Rüstem Pasha either had an im m ense group of clients in the empire who 
kept presenting him gifts or that he was involved in trade o f luxury goods. 
Otherwise it would be hard to account for the following items, only some of 
which could have been used by him  and his slaves: 80,000 turbans (dülbend), 
5,000 caftans, 1,100 golden “bonnets” (üsküfs), 2,000 suits o f armor, 600 silver 
saddles, 500 jew eled golden saddles, 1,500 silver helmets, 130 golden stirrups, 
760 jew eled swords, and 1,000 silver halberds. Riistem Pasha probably did not 
buy 8,000 m anuscript copies of the Q ur’an either, 130 of them with jeweled 
covers, although he m ight have bought some of the 5,000 other manuscripts.

Thus, the men who were well situated at the imperial center accumulated 
fortunes as well as large groups of clients. Despite the royal policy of confisca­
tions, or müsadere, o f large amounts from  deceased m ilitary-adm inistrators’ 
estates, viziers and high-ranking adm inistrators were able to pass their status to 
their sons. During his long tenure in office, Sokol lu M ehm ed Pasha appointed 
quite a num ber of his family m embers to important positions, and after his 
death, his son Hasan Pasha continued to climb the hierarchy, receiving the title 
o f vizier early in 1593. A younger relative o f Sokollu, Lala M ehm ed Pasha, 
was to become grand vizier during the reign of Ahmed I.50 Finally, another son 
of his, İbrahim Pasha, held the governorship o f Bosnia in the early seventeenth 
century and founded the family referred to as the İbrahimhanzadeler, the sons 
o f İbrahim Khan, who were at some point considered as a possible substitute for 
the Ottoman dynasty should it die out.51 W hen the son of Lala M ustafa Pasha, 
who had been the acting grand vizier o f M urad III in 1580, died at the age 
of thirty, he had already attained the governorate of A leppo.52 Osman Pasha,

48 B arkan, “9 54-955  (1547-1548),” 237.
49 780,000 gold ducats at 57 akçes per ducat w ould m ake 44 ,460,000 akçes (for the exchange 

rate, see ibid., 2 4 6 -7 ); 32 pieces o f  jew elry  w ere estim ated to be  w orth 11,200,000 akçe  s. 
T he total value o f  silver ingots and coins w as 100,000,000 akçe  s. For the w ealth  o f  A li Pasha, 
another grand vizier, see Tezcan, “Searching  for O sm an,” 148.

50 Sclaniki, Tarih , vol. 1, 304; Peçevi, T a ’rîh, vol. II, 353.
sl Feridun lim ccen, “Osm anli hanedanına a lternatif arayışlar: İbrahim hanzadeler örneği,” in 
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the grand vizier o f  M urad III, was (he sou ol O zdem ir I’asha, the governor 
o f  Yemen and O ttom an E thiopia during the reign o f  Süleym an. S inan Paslıa, 
five tim es grand vizier to M urad III and M ehm ed  111, had tw o sib lings both 
o f  w hom  reached governorates.53 His son, M ehm ed  Pasha, a ttained  the title 
o f  v iz ier in 1594 w hile S inan Pasha h im self w as grand vizier, w h ich  violated 
the dynastic  tradition that restric ted  sons o f  v iziers and governors from  reach 
ing h igh-ranking  posts during  the life tim e o f  the ir fathers.54 M ahm ud Pasha, 
the son o f  C ıgalazade S inan Pasha, one o f  the grand  viziers o f  M ehm ed  III, 
also  attained  the title o f  vizier.55 M ehm ed Pasha, both o f  w hose grandfa 
thers w ere grand v iz iers,56 h im self becam e the grand v iz ier o f  Ibrahim  in 
1644.57

Taken together, such examples suggest that in the latter part o f the sixteenth 
century Ottoman administrators of high rank were able to pass their political 
influence to their families, creating alternative loci of power.58 Thus replacing 
local aristocracies with the slaves o f the sultan did not eliminate the formation 
of alternative power centers. These alternative centers of power, however, did 
not challenge the Ottoman ruling fam ily’s right to the sultanate, nor did they 
make an effort to undermine the prestige of the sultanate. A fter all, their own 
power derived from the powers and privileges o f the sultan, which they enjoyed 
as his legitimate delegates. Rather, they tried to enlarge the powers delegated 
to them, which, in practice, meant a transfer of power from the person o f the 
sultan to his delegate. Thus their challenge to  the Ottoman sultanate was an 
indirect, yet real one.

N ot surprisingly, the political advice literature that was produced in the 
sixteenth century mainly addressed the viziers. Lutfi Pasha’s The Book <>J 
Asaph  was meant to be a handbook for grand viziers -  Asaph was Solom on’s 
vizier.59 The anonymous author of The Book on the Affairs o f  M uslims and the 
Interests o f  the Believers, written in the mid-sixteenth century, saw the grand 
vizier as the man who was to implement his reform  proposals and addressed

53 H is elder bro ther Ayas Pasha was governor-general o f  E rzurum  during the reign o f  Süleyman 
his o ther brother, M ahm ud Pasha, becam e the governor-general o f  A natolia in 1591, white 
Sinan Pasha h im self was grand vizier, Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 236.

54 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 381; K laus R ohrborn, “O sm anlı İm paratorluğunda m üsadere vr 
m utavassıt güçler,” in /. M illetlerarası Türkoloji Kongresi, İstanbul, 15 -2 0 .X .I9 7 3 : T ebliğ in  , 
vol. I: Türk Tarihi (İstanbul: Tercüm an, 1979), 255.

55 Tezcan, “ Searching for O sm an," 338, n. 87.
56 H is paternal grandfather w as Sem iz A hm ed Pasha, grand vizier o f M urad III in 1579-80, ami 

his m aternal grandfather w as C ıgalazade Sinan Pasha, g rand vizier o f  M ehm ed 111 in 159(>
57 For another vizier whose father was a vizier, exam ples o f  m arriage alliances o f  viziers wiiti 

jurists, and o f  the transform ation o f  royal slaves into local pow er holders in provinces, s ir  
Tezcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 149-50, 356, n. 44.

58 For later and stronger m anifestations o f these dynam ics, see R ita ’at Ali A bou-EI-H aj, “Tin 
O ttom an vezir and paşa households, 1683-1703: a prelim inary report,” Journal o f  the A n ın  
ican O riental Society  94 (1974): 438-47 .

59 See  Lutfi  Pasha ,  "Liill i Pa şa  Asafnûınesi :  yeni b ir  m e tin  tesisi d e n em e s i ,” eıl. Miibalıal S 
Kii tükoğlıı , in P ro f Dr. Ilckir Kütiikoğlıı 'na Arm ağan  (İs tanbul:  İstanbul Ü nivers itesi tiılebi v.n 
Fakültesi Tilrilı Araçtım)» M erkez i ,  1991), 49 99.



him at the end o f alm ost every chapter, whereas in llic later part o f the sixteenth 
century, the author o f the Castle o f  Kings urj’c-d I ho sullan to stop the transfer 
of power to the grand vizier.60

The grand vizier in whose person I his I runs lor of'power was best symbolized 
was Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha. When Murad 111 acceded to the O ttom an throne, 
Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha had been grand vizier lor nine years and had already 
accumulated great wealth and a large net work by appointing his men to various 
posts and selling offices to others.61 M urad I ll’s absolutist tendencies, which 
were introduced in the last chapter,62 developed, at least partially, in response 
to his uneasiness w ith the political power of his grand vizier.

There is an interesting episode narrated by Peçevi that demonstrates the 
relative power of the grand vizier Sokollu vis-a-vis M urad III at the outset 
of the sultan’s reign. Very soon after Selim II died on D ecem ber 15, 1574, 
Sokollu sent a letter to the court o f Prince Murad in M anisa, inviting him to 
Ihe capital to assume the throne. A galley was then sent to the southern coast 
of the M armara Sea to meet the prince and bring him to Istanbul. However, 
when M urad and his retinue reached the coast, they could not find the royal 
galley, so instead they boarded a commercial carrier o f wheat, which happened 
to belong to Feridun Bey, the chief secretary o f the imperial council (nişancı). 
Murad and his retinue, which included three prospective viziers and a future 
grand mufti, were caught in a storm and had a rather unpleasant trip, so much 
so that Murad, the new sultan, was apparently seasick, laid him self down, and 
put his head on the lap o f one o f his men, Tiryaki Hasan, for him  to pat his head 
and wipe his face. Very late on Tuesday night, D ecem ber 2 1,63 they arrived at 
one of the coastal gates o f the capital on the M arm ara Sea, Ahurkapu; there 
the guards refused to let them in, stating that they had strict orders to send any 
galleys to Bagçekapu, another coastal gate located at the Golden Horn.

M urad had not had much experience of the imperial capital. He was born in 
1546 in M anisa, while his father, Prince Selim, was governor of the province 
of Sarahan. In 1558 M urad moved to Konya, as Selim was transferred to the 
governorship of Karaman that year. In 1559, M urad became an eyewitness 
to the battle between his father and his uncle, Prince Bayezid, who were 
lighting for their future inheritance on the Konya plain, after w hich he briefly 
visited his grandfather Süleyman in Istanbul;64 he then returned to Kütahya, 
the governorship o f which was assigned to his father. In 1561 his grandfather 
appointed him to the governorship o f M anisa, where he stayed until the death 
of his father in 1574. If M urad had ever had a chance to m eet Sokollu, it must 
have been during the latter’s visit to Selim in 1559 when Sokollu helped the 
prince against his brother. M urad may have seen Sokollu once again during

',0 Anonym ous, “ Kitûbu m csâlih i’l-M tisliınîn,” in passim ; anonym ous, “H ırzü ’l-m üluk,” 188.
l;or the correct dating o f  the form er w ork, sec To/,can, “The K ânûnnâm e o f M ehm ed II,”
<>5H 9.
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M Scfaniki, I ' (u H l  vol. I, *>'> M Tins \lim l visil is noled hy Kiimi, \ T(t'rî!ı\ ,  f. 2a.

İ



his short visit to the capital around 1560, when Sokollu was third vizier al the 
imperial council. Since then, Sokollu had married M urad’s sister Esm a İlan, 
had becom e grand vizier in 1565, and had been practically ruling the empiu- 
since the death of Süleyman in 1566.

It was this powerful man who came to welcome M urad that cold Decemln-i 
night in 1574. Probably having been notified by the guards of Ahurkapu. 
Sokollu came to Bagçekapu in his boat, landed on the shore, ordered a small 
carpet to be spread out on the ground for M urad, and invited the new sultan (*> 
disem bark from the commercial vessel. M urad was worried. One o f his live 

brothers could have been enthroned during the past week; he could be walk i nr 
to his death. However, he did leave the boat. In a moment o f hesitation aboui 
how to handle the situation, Prince Murad, by then practically a sultan, bowed 
down when his hand m et Sokollu’s. An Ottoman sultan was about to kiss Un­
hand o f his grand vizier! Sokollu did not let him do that and quickly kissed 
the sultan’s hand instead.

This anecdote related by Peçevi on the authority of Tiryaki Hasan Pasha, 
who as a mem ber of Prince M urad’s retinue was an eyewitness to the encouniei. 
suggests that a powerful grand vizier could be intimidating enough to make 
a fresh sultan fall into sycophancy.65 This incident raises the question o f who 
really ruled and places into context the remarks of the anonymous author <>l 
the Castle o f  Kings, whose main target was the very grand vizier Sokollu.'’1' 
A t the outset of the reign of M urad III, the reins o f power were clearly in I In- 
hands of the grand vizier.

Selaniki, another contemporary, also suggested that the sultan was bul a 
symbolic ruler, noting the difference between those who knew how thin;’.', 
were actually run and the inexperienced newcomers who had been in Un- 
retinue of M urad III in M anisa. He described the scene on Friday, January II. 
1575, the first day o f the M uslim  feast that m arked the end of Ramadan, lln- 
m onth o f fasting; on that day, a throne was set up in the courtyard of the palaee 
so that all the major officials in the capital could come to greet M urad 111, who 
was enjoying his first month as sultan:

[W hen] th a t u n tru th fu l, in co n s ta n t, and  ungra te fu l trick ste r, w h ich  they  c a ll th e  th ro n e  ofTlx 
su ltan a te  an d  th e  ca lip h a te , w as se t in  fro n t o f  th e  G a te  o f  H ap p in ess in  the  cou rty ard , (In- 
o ld  se rvan ts , w h o  have seen  th a t w h ile  in  a  sho rt tim e  tw o  e m in en t an d  g r a n d . . .  em pei <u 
[i.e. S ü ley m an  I an d  S elim  II] sa id  “ [the th rone] is m in e ” it ac tu a lly  w as in  the  d isposal ul 
o th ers , kn ew  th a t it  w as in  sw ift d ecad e n ce  [and  thus] m o an ed  and  g ro an ed  w ith  heartache 
A n d  th o se  [servan ts], w h o  cam e  fro m  the  o th e r  side  [i.e. M an isa] w ith  th e  p rince  o f  |iln 
th ro n e , i.e. M u rad  III] an d  saw  th e  th ro n e  o f  th e  su ltan a te , b e c a m e  a rro g a n t fro m  the com  11 h t 
an d  jo y  o f  it, n o t h av in g  seen  [the p as t] .67

M urad III, however, turned out to be more diligent in making the Ihioin 
really his own. In a reply to one of the writs o f his grand vizier Sinan Pasha, wlm

65 Peçevi, Tıı’rîh, vol. I, 2(> S. A nonym ous, “ lliry.ii'1 m iiluk." 177 H; sec ;ilso ( 'h.'iploi ’
55 6.
67 S e la n ik i ,  Ttiiih, v o l.  I ,  Id 1).



6 . M u rad  I l l ’s fav o rite  m ute, la te  s ix tee n th  cen tu ry ; Ö s te rre ich isc h e  N a tio n a lb ib lio -  
llick, C od . 8626 , fo l. 41 ; c o u rte sy  o f  th e  A u s tr ia n  N atio n a l L ibrary .

npparently showed some reluctance in executing one o f his orders regarding 
I lie assignment of a large fief to a Circassian mute in the palace, M urad III 
nsserted that the “sultanate is supposed to mean that the sultan’s order m ust be 
(liken as an order [to be executed]” (see Fig. 6).fi8 Both M urad I l l ’s statement 
iiikI his order to grant a large fief to a palace favorite illustrate the essentials 
of the framework within which the pow er struggle between the sultan and the 
viziers took place in the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth centuries, 
liustrated  with the prevalence and strength o f the networks centered on the 
households of the viziers, the Ottom an sultan started to create his own network 
of patron-client relationships in w hich his -  and not the viziers’ -  orders were 
to be obeyed.

Many came to perceivc Murad HI as a sultan who crossed the proper 
boundaries of royal authority because of his actions and policies in seizing 
the reins of power. Selaniki, the author of the comments m entioned earlier on 
the Ottoman throne and its occupants, had quite different things to say about

1,11 Sm;m Siili'vm aiiivr K ulin>h;nu'Ni, I ;.s:n I l.li-ndi W>, f  /Ob



the sultanate o f M urad III twenty years laler, when he wrote a rather critical 
summary o f the sultan’s reign on the occasion o f his death in January 1595. 
A ccording to Selaniki, the sultan had nol allowed any independence to his 
viziers and the mevali; he kept dismissing them and appointing new ones.6'' 
M urad III had clearly reclaim ed the Ottoman throne for the sultan.

W hether or not the self-inflicted intimidation by his grand vizier Sokollu on 
com ing to Istanbul, which was described by Peçevi, had a deep, lasting impacl 
on M urad III, the sultan did follow the policy suggested by the author o f the 
Castle o f  Kings and started to use his own discretion in making appointments. 
That is why M ustafa Ali complained about the sultan accepting bribes and 
making many appointments himself. In addition, Sokollu’s power was curbed 
because many o f his men lost their positions.70 Instead o f letting his viziers 
run the imperial network of clients, M urad III attempted to control the network 
himself. In 1580 after the death of Semiz Ahmed Pasha, the last grand vizier 
whose initial appointment to the imperial council was made by Süleyman I 
(1520-66), M urad III even entertained the idea of dispensing with the office 
o f the grand vizier altogether;71 hence, my suggestion o f dating the beginning 
of the Second Empire, which was shaped by a fierce struggle between the 
absolutists and their opponents, in 1580.

Although M urad III did not dispense with the office of the grand vizier, he 
did manage to destabilize the position by frequently dismissing its occupants. 
A fter the death of the grand vizier Semiz Ahm ed Pasha in 1580, the sultan 
appointed five viziers to the grand vizierate for a total o f nine terms within 
fifteen years, and only one of the appointees died in office.72 W hile destabi 
lizing the position o f the grand vizier, the sultan found other ways to create 
alternative loci of stable pow er that were centered within the court. One of 
these ways was the empowerment of a new office at the imperial court, that of 
the chief black eunuch (darüssa ’ade ağası, or kızlar ağası), who was the chief 
officer o f the harem, which was in the residential part of the palace. It is nol 
exactly clear whether M urad III created this office; it m ight well have existed 
earlier. Yet even if  it did, its significance must have been minimal because out­
does not find many references to it in earlier sources (compare Figures 13 and 
14 in Chapter 4).73

69 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 4 2 7 -8 , 4 31-2 .
70 Â li, Kürıhü’l-ahbâr, TY 5959, ff. 501b, 503b-504b, 506b-507b.
71 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 37, 128.
72 T he five grand viziers appointed betw een 1580 and 1595 and their term s in ollicc wen- 

Sinan Pasha (1580-2, 1589-91, 1593-5, dism issed by M ehm ed III), Siyavuş Pasha ( 158.’ I 
1586-9, 1592-3), Ö zdem iroğlu O sm an Pasha (1584-5, died in office), Hadım M esih Paslı.ı 
(1585-6), and Ferhad Pasha (1591-2).

73 A hm ed Resm i, H a m île tü ’l-küberâ, ed. A hm et Ne/.ihi Turan (Istanbul: K itabevi, 2000), I I, 
states that there are som e references, which he does nol identify, to the existence o f  the oliu r 
during the reigns o f Süleym an I (1520 66) and Selim  II (1566 74). Yel, Kesini adds, it r. 
know n that during this earlier period the supervision of Ilır harem  was under the conlm l "I 
other officers.



Eunuchs had probably been employed at  t h e  Ottoman court since the four­
teenth century.74 M any were eventually a p p o i n t e d  t o  positions in the imperial 
administration, just like the graduates o f  t h e  palace school, and some of them 
even reached the grand vizierate, as did Ali Pasha (d. 1511), Sinan Pasha (d. 
1517), Süleyman Pasha (d. 1547), Mesih Pasha (d. 1589), Hasan Pasha (d.
1598), and Gürcü Hadım  M ehmed Pasha (d. 1626). Ottoman sultans preferred 
to appoint eunuchs to the governorship o i Egypt, the tribute o f which was 
earmarked for their personal treasury because, as Ali noted, “they are free of 
the care for wives and children, and all their possessions in the end revert to the 
Sultan.”75 O f the more than thirty governors of Egypt in the century follow­
ing the Ottoman conquest (1517-1618) the three with the longest tenure were 
eunuchs: Süleyman Pasha (1525-36, 1537-8), Davud Pasha (June 1538-April 
1549, died in office), and M esih Pasha (January 1575-June 1580).76

Yet it was more lucrative to rem ain in the palace than to get an appointment 
in the imperial administration. The chief officer of the administrative part of 
the Ottoman palace was the chief white eunuch (babüssa’ade ağası, or kapu 
ağası), who enjoyed the privilege of direct access to the sultan. This privilege 
was an extremely im portant asset for the person who occupied the position, but 
it could also be used as a channel through which the sultan could grant offices 
to men who were not among the clients of the viziers. The chief white eunuch 
could procure positions and thereby create his own clients. Thus, through his 
chief eunuch, the sultan could develop alternative networks whose loyalties 
would be to him, rather than to the grand vizier.

Gazanfer Agha, who served Selim II, M urad III, and M ehm ed III, was the 
lirst chief eunuch to becom e an im perial pow er broker.77 Although it is usually 
assumed that he occupied the position of the chief white eunuch during the 
reigns o f those three sultans, he m ust have only assum ed this office during 
the reign of M urad III: when M urad III acceded to the throne, this position 
was occupied by a certain M ahm ud Agha.78 Gazanfer Agha becam e arguably 
the most well-known chief white eunuch in Ottoman history, and he created a 
strong political network that com peted w ith those of the viziers. His political 
iulluence was exemplified in the move against the grand vizier Sokollu and in

M A m anum itted eunuch o f  Orhan, the second ru ler o f  the O ttom an dynasty, appeared as the 
adm inistrator o f a  w akf established by O rhan in the oldest extant O ttom an docum ent, dated 
1324; see İ. H akkı U zunçarşılı, “G azi O rhan Bey vakfiyesi, 724 R ebiülevvel -  1324 M art,” 
Kelle um  5 (1941): 2 7 7 -8 8 , at 279-81 . 

n  M ustafa Âli, M ustafâ ‘Â l î ’s D escription o f  Cairo o f  1599: Text, Transliteration, Notes, ed. 
and tr. A ndreas Tiet/.e (Vienna: Verlag der österreichischen A kadem ie der W issenschaften, 
1975), 73.
Ibid., 7 0 -1 ; M uham m ad Ihn A bi al-Surür, At-m.inah a l-rahm äniyya f î  a l-daw la al- 
ulluiiauiyya, cd. t .ayla al-Şabbâgh (D am ascus: D ar al-Bashfi’ir, 1995), 160, 233.

"  < ¡a/.anloi was bom  a Venetian; see M aria Pia Pcdani, “S aliyc 's household and Venetian 
diplom acy,” Turcica 32 (2000): 9 31, al 14.
I Ir ischer,  lluıcautrat and Intellectual, 72; a n o n y m o u s ,  “ Kilâb-ı  n ıi is le lâb ,” 25-6 ; Ali, 
Dcsni/nion of Ctiiro, I \, su j’j’rNİrd tlı:11 h r  w as  holding’ this  pos i t ion  at the  end  ol the  
ı r ı j ’iı ol Nrlim  II ¡is well
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an d  w a te r-carrie r; m an u sc rip t illu stra tio n  fro m  S ey y id  L o k m a n , Z ü b d e tü ’t-Tevârîh  (1583), 
T ü rk  ve İs lam  E serle ri M ü zesi, M S  1973, f. 88b; c o u rte sy  o f  th e  M u seu m  o f  T u rk ish  and  
Is lam ic  A rts.

the appointment of Özdemiroğlu Osman Pasha to the grand vizierate in 1584 
and that o f Cıgalazade Sinan Pasha to the same post in 1596 -  in all these 
three actions the sultans in power, M urad III and M ehm ed III, seem to have 
followed the advice of Gazanfer who was a supporter of Sokollu’s rivals as 
well as o f Osman and Sinan pashas.79

However, one powerful eunuch was not enough for M urad III, who had to 
com pete with the powerful grand vizier Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha at the begin­
ning of his reign. That is why he appointed M ehm ed Agha, an African eunuch 
allegedly from Ethiopia (see Fig. 7),80 to the position of the chief eunuch of 
the harem, a post that, as mentioned earlier, he either created or strengthened 
in 1575.81 As the superintendent of the harem, M ehm ed Agha had access to

79 Fleischer, Bureaucrat and In tellectua l, 73, 114, 169.
80 A li e\-H abeşi,jRâfi’ü ’l-g u b û ş fî fe zâ y il i’l-hubûş, Süleym aniye K ütüphanesi, Fatih 4360,1. 9b, 

m arginal note.
81 Âli, K ü n h ü ’l-ahbâr, TY 5959, f. 94b; Selaııiki, Tarih, vol. 1, 229; Resini, lla ıııîlc tii'l-k iibcn i. 
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the private life o f the sultan and was in a position to build relationships wilh 
Nurbanu Sultan, the queen mother; Saliye Sultan, the favorite of Murad III; 
as well as his unmarried daughters, such as Ayşe Sultan, the future wife ol' 
İbrahim Pasha, a prospective grand vizier. Just like the chief white eunuch, 
who was given the privilege of keeping a house outside the palace, Mehmed 
Agha, too, had a residence in Istanbul.82 He was also assigned the additional 
duty of the supervision of the pious endowments whose revenues were ear­
marked for Mecca and M edina.83 Thus with his influential office at the palace, 
his residence in the capital, and his financial responsibilities, M ehm ed Agha 
was in a position to forge powerful connections that could compete with those 
o f the viziers and to sponsor careers for future viziers.84

M ehmed Agha soon developed strong connections with the Ottoman ulema 
as well. In 1582, he endowed a college and secured a teaching position for 
the brother of Nevali Efendi, who was appointed to teach Prince M ehm ed in 
the same year. Other professors who taught at M ehm ed A gha’s college during 
his lifetime and thus entered his network, such as M em ikzade M ehmed and 
Azmizade Mustafa, were all to attain high ranks in the Ottoman educational- 
judicial hierarchy.85 Furthermore, some of his protégés among the ulema 
eventually entered the finance department, such as Tophaneli M ahm ud Efendi, 
who became a m inister of finance during the reign o f M ehm ed III.86 Thus 
M ehm ed Agha had forged the connections necessary to sponsor careers among 
the ulema as well, a telling example being M ullah Ali, an African slave, who 
eventually became the chief justice of the European provinces in 1621,87 
Chief black eunuchs of sultans who succeeded M urad III continued to create 
alternative networks o f power centered in the imperial court. M ustafa Agha, 
the chief black eunuch of Ahmed I and Osman II, for instance, was regarded 
as so indispensable that he was called back from his retirem ent in Egypt to 
serve Murad IV in 1623. M ustafa Agha sponsored the careers of such men 
as the future grand vizier Tabantyassi M ehm ed Pasha, the vizier and finance 
minister Hasan Pasha, and two other viziers, Sarrac Hasan Pasha and Hamidi 
Mustafa Pasha.88

It is hard to pinpoint the exact standing of the chief eunuchs within the 
Ottoman polity. Yet by the end of the sixteenth century, w ithin the context of the

82 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 230.
IU Hüseyin H üsam eddin  and M ahm ud Kem al, E vkâf-ı hüm âyûn nezâretinin ta ’rîhçe-i teşkilâtı 

ve nuzzârın terâcim -i ahvâli (İstanbul, 1335), 14-15 , n. 2.
84 Resmi, H a m île tü ’l-kuberâ, 45, stated that m ost o f  the m en “educated” by M ehm ed A gha

eventually becam e viziers.
A ta’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-hakû 'ik , 390, 407, 448, 739. 86 Ibid., 304; O rhonlu, Telhisler, 73.

87 Haki Te/.can, “D ispelling the Darkness: T he politics o f  ‘race’ in the early  seventeenth-century 
O ttom an Em pire in the light o f the life and w ork o f  M ullah A li,” in Identity and  Identity  
I'onnalion in the O ttom an World: /I Volume o f  lissays in H onor o f N orm an ilzkow itz, eds. 
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absolutist policies of M urad III, which were continued by his son M ehm ed 111 
(1595-1603), the chief eunuchs came to be situated on the boundary between 
officialdom and the dynasty, with privileged access to both. Gradually they 
came to be regarded as an extension of the dynasty. In 1595, for the first tim e in 
Ottoman history, a college that was endowed by someone outside the Ottoman 
dynasty was treated in terms o f professorial promotions as an imperial college; 
that is, a college endowed by a member of the dynasty. Not surprisingly, this 
was the college of Gazanfer Agha, the chief white eunuch (see Fig. 8).89 This 
change in the status of Gazanfer A gha’s college during his lifetim e was a 
telling symbol of the strong alliance between the dynasty and certain court 
offices created to restore the political initiative to the hands of the sultan.

In addition to the empowerment of the eunuchs, another office situated 
within the palace gained increasing importance during the same period, thal 
o f the bostarıcıbaşı, literally the chief gardener. In a certain sense, the young 
gardeners were the men m ost loyal to the sultan because they were employed 
within the palace, and their chief officer was one of the few who had direcl 
access to him. During the reigns of M ehmed III and Ahmed I, the office of 
the chief gardener evolved into a power brokerage. In 1601, the Venetian 
am bassador reported with great joy that the chief gardener o f the sultan had 
been dismissed as a result of a military rebellion that was directed against the 
court. The reason for the am bassador’s joy  was that the chief gardener had 
been lobbying on behalf of English interests at the palace.90 In 1606, Ahmed 
appointed his former chief gardener Derviş Pasha as grand vizier. Hüseyin 
Agha, the chief gardener of Ahmed later in his reign, was to attain the grand 
vizierate during the reign of Osman II. A hm ed’s last chief gardener, Receb 
Agha, later became the grand vizier o f M urad IV.

This rise of the court as a center of administrative power was also reflected 
in the role that royal women were playing in politics. Leslie Peirce’s study 
deals quite extensively with the political role of royal women, such as queen 
mothers, wives and concubines of sultans, and princesses.91 I simply point out 
a few examples here o f how the deeds of royal women created new channels 
o f patronage in the educational-scholarly hierarchy of the empire. Although 
M urad III him self did not engage in large-scale construction in Ottoman capita I 
cities the way his father did in Edirne and his grandfather in Istanbul, his mother 
Nurbanu Sultan surpassed all previous royal women in the prestige accorded 
to her pious endowments. In 1579, the college she endowed in Üsküdar, Ilır 
Asian suburb of Istanbul, opened its doors. This imperial college was even 
more prestigious than the Süleymaniye. Some o f the professors who taught 
there received judicial appointments to the cities o f Bursa and Edirne, which 
were usually reserved fo rju d g es  who had already served in the provincial 
capitals o f Aleppo, Damascus, and Cairo, to which the professors of Ilır

89 Tezcan, “Searching Ib rO sm nn ,"  359, n. 81.
90 C alendar o f  S ta ti'P apers Venetian, vol. I.\, fSO. 1,1 IV inv , Im perial llarem .
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Süleymaniye had been appointed.92 Safiye Sultan, the mother o f M ehm ed III, 
followed her predecessor in the same path. The professors of the college of 
Safiye Sultan, rightly called the “catapult college,” were given the opportunity 
to bypass the troublesome route of advancement through holding various 
provincial positions in the judiciary. Safiye Sultan’s college was opened in 
February 1598; its first professor was Ebulmeyamin M ustafa, a protégé of 
Sa’deddin Efendi, the m entor o f the sultan. M ustafa was appointed to the 
judgeship o f Edirne after teaching two years there, and in 1603, he became 
grand mufti. In that position, M ustafa was later to legitimize M ehm ed I l l ’s 
wish to execute his son whom  he suspected of scheming to depose him .93 Thus 
by providing privileged patronage to legal scholars, the court was trying to 
gain the loyalty of future mevali.

Providing rapid advancement for scholars of law through the colleges 
endowed by royal women was not the only mode o f intervention in the mevali 
aristocracy. Another m ethod was the appointm ent of scholars from within 
court circles to influential positions. The most telling examples of this kind 
o f favor were the careers o f two men closely related to a female courtier, 
Raziye Hatun (d. 1597), the musahibe, or confidante of M urad III since the 
days o f his princely governorship in M anisa.94 Raziye Hatun had two sons and 
a daughter as well as a husband. Her known husband Yahya was probably her 
second husband and not the father of her children, yet just like her children, 
Yahya took advantage of his w ife’s connections at the court. Thanks to those 
connections, Yahya was favored by the queen m other and personally received 
by M ehm ed III. Although Yahya entered the educational profession quite late 
in life, he made up for this late start by bypassing all the typical procedures 
o f advancement in the Ottoman ulema hierarchy, causing resentm ent among 
the ulema; hence, his epithet “the bird,” which referred to his unusually quick 
rise through the ranks.95 In 1597, while he was the judge of M ecca, Yahya 
was appointed chief justice of the Asian and African provinces, bypassing the 
typical route of serving several years in the judgeships of Bursa, Edim e, and 
Istanbul. In the same year, he was promoted again to become chief justice of 
the European provinces, replacing Mehmed, known as Damad Efendi, literally 
Mr. Son-in-Law. M ehmed had acquired this title by being the son-in-law of 
Raziye Hatun, the wife of Yahya.96 Thus at the end o f the sixteenth century, 
the apex o f the judicial hierarchy was under the control of two men, both of 
whom  had direct ties to the same female courtier at the court.

Yet, the court sought to secure closer control of other governmental 
institutions in addition to the judicial hierarchy. Beginning with the reign of 
M urad III, Ottoman sultans jum pstarted the careers of a number of viziers, from 
both within and outside the palace school, to strengthen their control o f the

92 For exam ples, see Tezcan, “Searching for O sm an,” 359, n. 84.
93 A ta’i, H a d â 'ik u ’l-hakâ ’ik, 448, 512, 569-70 , 7 5 5 -7 ; Selaniki, Tarih , vol. II, 724, 846; sec
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imperial administration. The careers of Ibrahim Pasha, the brother of Canfeda 
Hatun, who was the stewardess of the harem  during the reign of M urad III, and 
o f Raziye H atun’s son M ustafa Pasha showed how the court initiated alterna­
tive paths of advancement in the administrative hierarchy. In addition, the rapid 
promotion to vizierates in the late sixteenth century o f a number of men who 
were known to be close to the court indicated the court’s efforts to dominate 
the imperial council. For instance, M ehmed, an Armenian devşirme graduate 
o f the palace school and a musahib, or a close companion, o f M urad III, was 
prom oted to the com m and of the janissaries in 1583, to the governorship of 
Rumelia the next year, and to a vizierate in 1587. As is described in Chapter 5, 
this vizier was the one who became the target of the 1589 rebellion of the 
imperial cavalry soldiers, the first o f a series of confrontations between the 
army and the court. M ehm ed I l l ’s promotion of M ehmed, his lala , or princely 
adviser, first to a vizierate w ithout any previous administrative appointment, 
and soon after to the grand vizierate, illustrates the same royal attempt to cre­
ate loyal viziers. Ahm ed I ’s quick promotion o f Derviş Pasha from the office 
o f chief gardener to the grand admiralty, and then to the grand vizierate, was 
yet another example.97 These men were given positions that others could only 
reach after many years of service, mostly in the provinces.

Another sphere that the court tried to control more directly was the financial 
administration. With the intermediacy of Esperanza M alchi, the Jewish kiera, 
or lady, who was a close companion o f the Queen M other Safiye, control of 
some of the m ost lucrative sources of taxation, such as customs duties, were 
farmed out to people who were close to the court, such as the very sons of the 
kiera. Just as M urad I l l ’s favorite vizier M ehm ed Pasha becam e the target of a 
rebellion in 1589, another “military rebellion” was aimed at the kiera and her 
sons in 1600, as described in Chapter 2.98

All o f these cases may be seen as examples of nepotism or corruption. 
Indeed, some contemporaries referred to them  that way. Yet they instead should 
be seen as a conscious effort to increase the political authority o f the court in 
response to other independent loci of political power, such as the households 
of the viziers, pashas, and the mevali. Through the newly empowered offices of 
the chief eunuchs and the chief gardener, and the financial resources assigned 
to royal women for them  to build networks of clients, as well as the unusual 
promotions granted to some select graduates of the palace school, the Ottoman 
sultan aimed to create his very own clientele. The purpose seemed to have been 
the same as what motivated M ehm ed II in the mid-fifteenth century to replace 
the Anatolian and Balkan aristocracy with the devşirme graduates o f the palace 
school. Yet this time, it was the networks that these very devşirme graduates 
had been building over the sixteenth century at which the court took aim. 
Another m ajor difference was the challenge faced by the dynasty. In the mid­
fifteenth century, the local noblemen could still emerge as viable political
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alternatives to the Ottoman enterprise. In the late sixteenth century, however, 
the issue at stake was not the identity of the dynasty but simply the limits of 
royal authority, the debates on which were examined in the last chapter. The 
em powerm ent of the court vis-à-vis the viziers should be understood within 
this political context.

By the early seventeenth century, the court had achieved some success in its 
moves against the established vizier families, as illustrated by a comparison 
between two grand viziers from the Sokollu family. A relative o f the senior 
Sokollu, also a M ehmed P ash a ,"  became grand vizier in 1604. Yet the way 
he was treated by the sultan was quite different from  how M urad III treated 
Sokollu M ehm ed Pasha in 1574 when he arrived in Istanbul.100 The younger 
M ehm ed Pasha reconquered Esztergom (in northern Hungary) in 1605, which 
he had lost to the Habsburgs ten years earlier. In the spring o f 1606 Ahm ed I 
ordered his victorious grand vizier, who had just returned from the Habsburg 
front, to lead a military cam paign against the Safavids who, in the last two 
years, had reconquered m ost o f the territories they had lost to the Ottomans 
during the long war of 1578-90. M ehmed Pasha was not pleased with this 
order, preferring to send a commander-general to the east so that he could 
stay in Istanbul and strengthen his position as grand vizier on the political 
stage of the imperial capital. Yet far from being able to persuade the sultan 
to change his mind, M ehmed Pasha could not even obtain an audience with 
the sixteen-year-old Ahmed I .101 Clearly things had changed quite a bit since 
Ahmed I ’s grandfather M urad III had attempted to kiss the hand of M ehmed 
Pasha’s elder cousin some thirty years earlier.

In summary, responding to the evolution of the vizier households into inde­
pendent loci of power and the empowerment of the judiciary in the hands of 
the mevali, the Ottoman sultans of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries attempted to reassert their authority through a redefinition o f the 
roles of various palace officers as well as the creation of new ones. As argued 
in the last chapter, however, the enthronement o f M ustafa I in 1617 m arked a 
defeat for the court in that the authority of the grand mufti overrode the will 
of the previous sultan, and a younger brother followed his elder sibling on the 
throne for the first time in Ottoman history. In the final part o f this chapter, 
the deposition of M ustafa I and the enthronement of Osman II are discussed 
within the context o f this conflict between the court and other loci of power.

The deposition of Mustafa I and the enthronement of Osman II

The deposition of M ustafa I in 1618 was very much a product o f the political 
structures built during the late sixteenth century. It could not have occurred

99 Peçevi, Ta’rîh, vol. II, 353. 100 See this chapter, 9 7 -8 .
101 See the m em oranda o f M ehm ed Pasha subm itted to A hm ed I; Orhonln, Ir/hisler, 101,
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in the absence of the politically empowered office o f the chief black eunuch, 
which was a product o f the absolutist policies adopted by the Ottoman court 
starting from around 1580. In this sense, the deposition of M ustafa I and the 
enthronement of Osm an II should be seen as a victory for Ottoman absolutism.

The conventional explanation for the deposition of M ustafa I -  his mental 
incapacity -  may well have some validity, but we do not have sufficient sources 
on his three-month-long reign in the w inter of 1617-18 to assess the claim that 
he was mentally incompetent. M ustafa’s lack of education suggested that he 
did not grow up the way other princes did; that is, in contact with teachers who 
came from outside the palace. Some sources indicated that M ustafa’s imperial 
rescripts, which are supposed to be written by the hand of the reigning sultan, 
were actually written by a female servant. This female servant may well have 
been the high-ranking servant o f the harem  who was appointed to the position 
o f the “teacher of the sultan” during the second sultanate of M ustafa (1622-3), 
two months after his accession.102 None o f the Ottoman sultans before him 
had a harem servant as a teacher. Yet, the fact that M ustafa had such a teacher 
was not surprising for, as argued elsewhere, he was too young to receive a 
proper education during the reign o f his father, M ehm ed III.103 Furthermore, as 
demonstrated in the last chapter, Ahm ed I did not think o f his younger brother 
as a viable successor to him self,104 so he did not invest in M ustafa’s education. 
Instead, he assigned M ustafa a private apartment within the residential part o f 
the palace that came to be known as a “cage,” or kafes.105 In short, M ustafa’s 
contact with the outside world had been more limited than that o f any previous 
Ottoman prince who eventually becam e a sultan. W hether or not the rumors 
about his elder brother Ahmed trying to have him executed were true, M ustafa 
may well have led a terrorized life, constantly in fear of a fratricidal death, 
as he was the first Ottoman prince to survive his elder brother’s reign in the 
palace.

Nevertheless, all o f this evidence does not establish that M ustafa I was 
mentally imbalanced when he came to the throne in 1617. The only piece 
of information about his short first reign provided by an O ttom an chronicler 
who did not have any reason to be biased suggested that M ustafa made a 
num ber o f excursions to the arsenal and the navy docks, exam ining various 
sorts of arms and taking an active interest in the m unitions supply of the 
army and the navy.106 Moreover, one o f the dispatches o f Baron de Sancy, the 
resident French ambassador, suggested that M ustafa was interested in leading 
the Safavid campaign him self and was entertaining the idea of wintering in 
Konya for that purpose.107 These were not the kind of acts that justify the 
claim of mental incapacity.

102 See BOA, MM 6147, 7 8 -9 ; I’edani-Fabris, Relazion i, 514; M. M ünir A ktepe, “M ustafa I,”
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Interestingly enough, the one plausible explanation given for the palace 
coup that deposed M ustafa I and enthroned Osman II did not have much 
to do with the alleged mental incapacity of M ustafa. On M arch 10, 1618, 
twelve days after the deposition of M ustafa I, the French ambassador Baron 
de Sancy seemed to have acquired some information that was not available to 
him on February 26, when he had reported the deposition of M ustafa I and 
the enthronem ent of Osman II. According to this later dispatch, rumors were 
definitely circulating in the capital about the mental incapacity of M ustafa I. 
M ustafa Agha, the chief black eunuch, was the man who vigorously worked 
to spread these rumors as widely as possible. These two pieces of information 
were also supported by Ottoman narrative sources.108 How M ustafa Agha 
turned his political campaign to discredit M ustafa into a successful deposition 
was not made clear in the Ottoman sources.

Yet Baron de Sancy had a plausible explanation. M ustafa A gha’s main ally 
seemed to have been Ali Pasha (1581-1621), a relatively young man who 
was the grand admiral of the navy at the time of M ustafa’s enthronem ent 
in 1617. Although Ali Pasha was the son of a pasha, his rise to pow er had 
more to do with his own connections at the court, rather than his father’s. His 
father, Ahm ed Pasha, a corsair turned naval captain from the island o f Cos 
(Istankoy in Ottoman usage, now in Greece), had become governor of Tunis 
and married the daughter o f a certain Kaya Pasha.109 In 1590, while dealing 
with a local uprising in Tripoli (in modern Libya), Ahm ed Pasha was killed by 
an explosion of gunpowder in a m agazine.110 In consolation, his nine-year-old 
son Ali seemed to have been rewarded with the governorship o f Damietta, 
on the M editerranean coast of Egypt. During his long years of service in this 
position, Ali visited the capital quite a num ber o f  times, as he was charged 
with the delivery of the yearly tribute of Egypt, which was earmarked for the 
personal treasury of the sultan. In November 1605, when Ahmed decided to 
move to Bursa with his court to underline his commitment to deal with the 
Jalali rebels, it was A li’s ship that carried the sultan to the southern coast of 
the M arm ara Sea.

A li’s subsequent rise to power was an excellent example of the grow­
ing powers of the chief black eunuch and hence a consequence of Ottoman 
absolutist policies. A special relationship developed between M ustafa Agha, 
A hm ed’s new chief black eunuch, and Ali in the first decade of the seventeenth 
century. M ustafa Agha had served M ehmed III as a eunuch in the harem, but 
was sent to Egypt for retirem ent in 1011/1602-3 for unspecified reasons. After 
performing a pilgrimage to M ecca, M ustafa Agha returned to Istanbul upon 
the invitation of the new sultan, Ahmed I, who m ust have known Mustafa

108 H asanbeyzade, Tarih, vol. Ill, 919. 109 A ta’i, H a d a ’ik u ’l-haka 'ik , 657.
110 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. 1, 2 2 2 -3 ; a m ore detailed account o f the uprising was provided by Ali, 

K u nhu’l-ahbar , S iileym aniye Kiiliiphancsi, Hsad lilciuli 2162, IT. 575 576. A lthough Ali 
referred to Ahm ed Pasha as governor o f Tripoli, I follow Selanik i’s designation o f  him as
governor o f Tunis.



Agha from his childhood. M ustafa Agha remained very close to Ahmed who 
appointed him in 1605, shortly before the Bursa campaign, to the office of the 
chief black eunuch.111 M ustafa Agha may have known Ali from  his exile in 
Egypt or from A li’s previous trips to the capital, in which case the choice of 
A li’s ship for the journey to Bursa may not have been an accident. In any event 
Ali was said to have been adopted by the black eunuchs of the palace as a son, 
suggesting a close relationship between Ali and M ustafa A gha.112 Probably 
with the intermediacy of M ustafa Agha, Ali was offered the governorship of 
Yemen as a reward for his services during the Bursa campaign, but he declined 
it. Ahmed I then bestowed on him the governorship of Dam ietta with lifelong 
tenure.

A li’s later career continued to be shaped by his connections to the Ottoman 
court. Shortly after his appointment to Dam ietta with lifelong tenure, the 
grand admiral C afer Pasha took Ali away from Dam ietta and lobbied for 
his appointment to the governorship of M agosa in Cyprus. Ali declined this 
appointment, came to the capital, and secured the governorship o f the province 
o f Tunis, the office o f his father. Ali Pasha stayed in Tunis for some two years 
and was transferred to the governorship o f the M orea around 1609, when the 
construction o f the imperial mosque o f Ahm ed I was started.

The Venetian am bassador Contarini explained how this transfer came about. 
Apparently, the site o f Ahmed I ’s mosque was occupied by two palaces, one of 
w hich belonged to A li’s mother. The sultan bought it for 30,000 ducats, which 
A li Pasha seemed then to contribute toward the construction of the m osque.113 
In return for his donation, Ali Pasha was rewarded with the governorship of 
the Morea, which he did not personally assume but sent a deputy instead. 
Ali Pasha played an active role in the building of the m osque by employing 
his own galley slaves in the construction. After three years, Ali Pasha was 
appointed to the governorship of Cyprus and then to that o f Tunis with a 
vizierate. Finally, through the intervention of M ustafa Agha, he was appointed 
to the grand admiralty in the w inter of 1616-17, replacing Halil Pasha, who 
had just become grand vizier.114 W hen Ahm ed I died in N ovem ber 1617, Ali 
Pasha was still the grand admiral o f the Ottoman navy.

M ustafa Agha and Ali Pasha were both creatures o f the political structures 
built around the Ottoman court in the late sixteenth century in response to 
the growth of alternative power structures centered around the households 
o f viziers; it was their cooperation that brought Osman II to the throne and 
secured the dynasty another chance at absolutism. Ali Pasha, who early in 
M ustafa I ’s reign was replaced as grand admiral by Davud Pasha, the sultan’s 
brother-in-law, had good reason to support M ustafa A gha’s plans. The two 
men coordinated their efforts to discredit the new sultan as incompetent.

111 Sali, Z . i ih i lr iu  'i vol. I, 8 0  I ; Rum i, N u l ih i ’l i i  ’l- te v a r i l ) ,  III, 2 3 1.

n '’ Rumi, | I n  'ri/i | , I . 3 1 h.  111 Uai'o/./.i and Ik 'ivlicl, R c l i r j o i i i ,  vol. I, 1 8 0 .
111 R um i,  \ ln 'iih\, I. V>a.



In addition, M ustafa Agha could easily enlist the support o f Cafer Pasha, 
whom  Baron de Sancy described as a protégé of M ustafa Agha. Cafer had 
graduated from  the palace as a çaşnigir (taster). He became kapucılar kethüdası 
(the steward of the doorkeepers at the palace) in 1604, at the beginning o f the 
reign o f Ahm ed I. Around 1606, Cafer was prom oted to the post o f the First 
M aster o f the Horse (mirahor-i kebir). Soon after, in September 1606, he was 
appointed to the governorship o f Ottoman Ethiopia. Cafer Pasha did not seem 
to stay in Ethiopia for long, becoming governor of Yemen with the title of 
vizier in 1607, a position that he kept until 1616. Then, after a short stay 
in Egypt, Cafer Pasha returned to Istanbul in September 1617 and probably 
became a vizier in the imperial council. As a reward for his support in the 
enthronem ent of Osman II, Cafer Pasha was appointed to the governorship of 
Egypt by the new sultan in 1618.115

Although Cafer Pasha had much to gain from  a new sultan in whose 
enthronem ent he would be playing a role, others were more reluctant to 
provide support for a coup. The grand vizier Halil Pasha was in the east 
at the time, commanding the Ottoman armies against the Safavids, so he could 
not really play an active role even if  he was indeed interested in bringing 
Osman II to the throne. Gürcü Hadım M ehm ed Pasha, an experienced vizier 
during the reign of Ahmed I, refused to get involved. E s’ad, the grand mufti, 
who was instrumental in the enthronement of M ustafa I, was opposed to his 
deposition.

But then, according to Baron de Sancy, Ali Pasha, the dism issed grand 
admiral, found out something that would make the deputy grand vizier Sofu 
M ehm ed Pasha jo in  their ranks, which, in turn, influenced the grand mufti 
as well. Davud Pasha, the brother-in-law o f the new sultan, had apparently 
just m anaged to obtain an imperial rescript from  M ustafa I appointing him  to 
the deputy grand vizierate. Since he was not going to need the office o f the 
grand admiralty any more, Davud Pasha offered the latter office, which he 
him self was occupying, to Ali Pasha for 50,000 ducats. Thus having learned 
that Davud Pasha was about to replace Sofu M ehm ed Pasha in the deputy 
grand vizierate, Ali Pasha rushed to tell him  the news. In addition to giving 
him  this information, Ali Pasha also took the opportunity to solicit M ehmed 
Pasha’s support for the deposition of M ustafa I by promising him that he could 
keep his position if  he were to serve Osman. According to Baron de Sancy, 
Ali Pasha even had a letter written by Osman empowering him  to promise 
the deputy grand vizier in the prospective sultan’s name such change and 
recompense as he pleased.116 Ali Pasha m ight have had access to such a letter 
through the chief black eunuch M ustafa Agha, who must have been in contacl 
with the young prince at the palace.

115 For contem porary sources on C afer Pasha’s life, sec Te/.can, “Searching lor O sm an,” 361 2, 
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According to Baron de Sancy, the deputy grand vizier Sofu M ehm ed Pasha 
was easily persuaded and took 24,000 ducats to the mufti the very same day to 
secure his allegiance. E s’ad initially declined to support the coup, but changed 
his mind later, probably because he saw that there was not much he could do 
to stop the deputy grand vizier from becom ing involved. M ustafa Agha and 
Ali Pasha did not try to persuade anyone else because they had already drawn 
to their side the two men who mattered most, the deputy grand vizier and the 
grand mufti. Yet Ali Pasha did not forget the janissaries and made a deal with 
the sekbanba§i Kara Hasan Agha, a janissary officer and their deputy general in 
the absence of Hiiseyin Agha, the general o f the janissaries, who was engaged 
in the military cam paign against the Safavids. In return for a prom ise to appoint 
him to the position o f the general o f the janissaries and to provide some money 
for distribution among the janissaries, Ali Pasha secured Kara Hasan A gha’s 
loyalty and involvement in the deposition o f M ustafa and the enthronement of 
Osman. Baron de Sancy claimed that it was the night following the day when 
Ali Pasha cut his deal with Kara Hasan Agha that E s’ad, the grand mufti; Sofu 
M ehmed Pasha, the deputy grand vizier; Ali Pasha, the form er grand admiral; 
and Cafer Pasha, the form er governor of Yemen succeeded in overthrowing 
M ustafa I by locking him  into a small apartment in the palace with the help of 
M ustafa Agha, the chief black eunuch, and other eunuchs of the harem. Thus 
was Osman II enthroned at night in the residential part o f the palace; others 
paid him allegiance the next morning, Monday, February 26, 1618.117

Ottoman narrative sources do not support this story directly, yet most agreed 
that the chief black eunuch M ustafa Agha was the architect o f the deposition 
o f M ustafa I and the enthronem ent of Osman II .118 Apart from some inaccu­
racies regarding personal inform ation on the royal family, the ambassadorial 
reports of the time tended to be reliable sources of inform ation because the 
ambassadors made sure to enlist informants who had access to the circles 
of power.119 The information they provided was usually confirmed by local 
sources. W hether or not one regards the specific story about the coup as cred­
ible, Ottoman sources confirmed that an Ottoman sultan was deposed and a 
new one enthroned through the strategies o f the chief black eunuch, a position 
that had no m ajor political influence before the reign o f M urad III. M ustafa I 
may well have been mentally unbalanced, yet one wonders w hether that could 
be a sufficient reason for the deposition had someone like M ustafa Agha not 
done his best to expose the behavior of the sultan to the public. After all, 
the empire could well have been run by an able grand vizier without much 
recourse to the sultan, as had been more or less the case during the reign of 
Selim II, whose grand vizier Sokollu ran the empire with his own men. Yet
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M ustafa Agha, the occupant o f a position founded by an absolutist sultan in 
the late sixteenth century, did not let that happen.

The deposition of M ustafa I lends itself to different interpretations. It might 
be seen as a symbol o f the weakening o f the institution of the sultanate in the 
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries as a result o f the development of 
alternative loci o f power. Apparently, it did not m atter much who was ruling 
for m ost of the people, as the deposition of M ustafa did not create much 
public reaction. The soldiers who were at the capital did not seem to engage in 
opposition, as they were pleased to receive yet another set of accession benefits 
in cash w ithin three m onths.120 The soldiers at the army camp in Diyarbekir 
expressed discontent -  not about Osman II per se but rather about the way 
his predecessor had been deposed and he him self enthroned at the pleasure 
of the deputy grand vizier and the chief black eunuch -  yet they too seem 
to have been appeased after receiving their accession benefits.121 Although 
contem porary sources did not record any discontent among the population at 
large, the “sanctification” of M ustafa might be an indication of people’s silent 
resentm ent o f the deposition.122

Although the ease with which an Ottoman sultan was deposed behind closed 
doors seems to suggest that the sultanate had becom e a weak institution in the 
early seventeenth century, the enthronement of Osman II may also be regarded 
as a victory for the institution of the sultanate, at least retrospectively. As was 
argued in the last chapter, the enthronement of M ustafa I in 1617 symbolized 
a victory for the lords o f the law who, in the person o f Es’ad, the grand mufti, 
interfered with the established Ottoman system o f succession, which had 
always been from father to son. Although M ustafa Agha was probably acting 
in his own interests while preparing his plot to depose M ustafa I, his office was 
a symbol of the late-sixteenth-century Ottoman court that was reconfigured to 
become a center for absolutist politics. The very fact that a court officer, whose 
office had either not existed or not made it into the contemporary narrative 
sources until the late sixteenth century, could engineer a deposition in 1618 
suggests that the efforts of M urad III, M ehm ed III, and Ahmed I to prom ote the 
court as a center of power did bear fruit. B rought to the throne by an officer of 
his court rather than by an outside force, after having been originally bypassed 
by the grand mufti, Osman II was now going to make an effort to further 
empower the sultanate vis-à-vis the lords o f the law and the vizier households 
with a new absolutist agenda, which is the subject o f the next chapter.

120 Baron de Sancy suggested that D avud Pasha tried  to organize som e opposition w ith the help 
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121 Ibid., f. 341b, dated April 21 ,1 6 1 8 .
122 Ibid., f. 440a, from  O ctober 1618; C hapter 2, 75.



C H A P T E R  4

A new empire for a second Osman
Osman II in power (1618-1622)

In the early morning o f November 4 ,1604 , a group of palace officers led by the 
chief black eunuch were riding their horses swiftly to the Rum elian gardens in 
the outskirts of Istanbul where Ahmed I was having an outing. They had some 
great news to convey to the fourteen-year-old sultan. He had acceded to the 
throne almost a year ago, on D ecem ber 21,1603. M ore or less forty weeks ago, 
on January 23,1604, he had becom e the first Ottoman sultan to be circumcised 
after his succession to the throne (see Fig. 9 ).1 The news Ahm ed I received that 
November m orning confirmed that his reproductive activities that he engaged 
in after his circum cision had borne fruit: his concubine M ahfiruz had given 
birth to a boy the night before.2 Ahm ed I was now the youngest Ottoman 
sultan to become a father, and his newborn son was the first Ottoman firstborn 
prince to be born in Istanbul, the imperial capital.3 Since the conquest of the 
city in 1453, every firstborn prince had been born in a provincial capital where 
their fathers served as prince-governors because princes would not engage in 
biological reproduction until after they were sent out to govern a province, 
which usually followed their circum cision.4 Ahmed I ’s son was also the first 
Ottoman firstborn prince to be bom  in the second hijri millennium, which had 
started in 1591. The young em peror m arked the occasion by naming his son 
Osman, after his ultimate ancestor, the feudal lord who some three hundred 
years earlier in Byzantine Bithynia began a political enterprise that became 
the Ottoman Empire. This was indeed a new beginning for the dynasty that 
was entering a new stage: a second Osman for the second millennium, or the 
Second Empire.

Osman, this firstborn prince, was to be at the age of sixteen the youngest 
Ottoman sultan to lead a m ilitary campaign. M oreover the area to which he 
led his armies, Khotin (in m odern Ukraine), was the northernm ost target the 
Ottoman armies had ever attacked in a military campaign led by a sultan.

1 Rum i, N u h b e tii’l-teváríh, III, 221; Safi, Z ü b d etii’t-tevárih , vol. I. 19-21.
2 Rum i, \T a ’rih\, I'. 9; Safi, Ziibdelii’l-tevdrih, vol. II, 23 -4 ; N a’iina, T a ’rth , vol. II, 156.
3 Selim  II (1566-74 ) and most probably M usíala I (1617 -8, 1622-3) w ere bom  in Istanbul as 

well, ycl neither was a lirslbom  prince.
4 Peirce, Im perial Harem, 53.
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Osman II was also the first Ottoman sultan to announce his intention of 
undertaking the M uslim  pilgrimage to M ecca, more than 2,000 miles away 
from  Khotin as the bird flies -  but still w ithin the same empire (see M ap 4). 
Unfortunately, before he could leave his capital for this pilgrim age at the 
age of seventeen, he became the first victim  of regicide in Ottoman history.3 
Although he could not build the new empire he aspired to, his ambitions set 
the stage for the struggle that was going to define the Second Empire.

The tragic end of Osman II’s reign has been interpreted in several different 
ways.6 The prevalent twentieth-century interpretation o f Osman II was as a 
reform er because of his efforts to recruit a new army, which recent historians 
regarded as a m ajor reform initiative. Rather than trying to find out whether 
he was a reform er or not, however, this chapter aims to place Osman II and his 
plans within a dynamic context in which the sultan is one of the parties 
contending for political power. I argue that he and his supporters were the 
absolutist party, aiming at centralizing political power at the court, in opposi­
tion to the constitutionalists, who shared the goal of lim iting royal authority.
I also suggest that his plan of creating a new army was seen as a rebellious 
act by the contem porary establishm ent in the imperial center rather than as a 
reform measure.

Before analzying the implications of Osman II’s policies, especially those 
o f the new army he intended to create, this chapter first discusscs Osman II 
as a young ruler. Osman II was a teenaged monarch who was very eager to 
alter the course of certain developments that had been shaping the empire, 
such as the empowerment of the lords of the law and the transformation of the 
janissary corps into a public corporation; this latter developm ent is discusscd 
in Chapter 6. His ambitions were shaped by the absolutist policies of some 
of his ancestors and the resultant configuration of political pow er at the court, 
as well as a relatively new emphasis on social discipline -  all of which were 
related to the sixteenth-century Ottoman socioeconomic transformation.

In the first part o f this chapter I analyze the possible influences that Omer 
Efendi, the tutor o f Osman, may have had on the intellectual and politi­
cal formation o f the sultan. In the second part, I focus on the short reign of 
Osman II, especially on the grand vizierate o f Ali Pasha and on Osman II’s mil­
itary campaign against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, which I inter­
pret as manifestations of Osman II’s absolutist ambitions. Finally, I discuss 
the idea of a new sekban army to be constituted of mercenaries that is ascribed 
to Osman II and argue that his contemporaries in the political establishment

5 Bayezid II m ight have been poisoned on the orders o f his son Selim , w ho deposed him  in 
1512. Me spent a month in Istanbul in peaee and died while he w as on his way to D im etoka 
w here he intended to spend the rest o f  his life; see fjeral'ettin Turan, “ Bayezid II,” ¿42 , 
vol. V, 237.

h li ak i  T czean ,  " T h e  1622 mil it ary rebe l l ion  in Is tanbul: a h i s lo r iog raph iea l  jo u rn e y ,” hiternu- 
liotutl .loimitil of Turkish Simlitw X (.’(Kt.M: .’5 -I t.



viewed the sultan as a rebel rather than a reformer. I also conclude that the pro­
liferation o f the sekbans in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 
which has traditionally been explained by developments in military technol­
ogy, was actually a product o f the sixteenth-century Ottoman socioeconomic 
transform ation and its im pact on the provincial adm inistration of the empire.

Osman, his youth, and Ömer Efendi

Osman II was a thirteen-year-old boy when he was enthroned in February 
1618. In today’s world it is hard to imagine a teenager running an empire. Yet 
the Ottomans did not seem to have had much trouble with the idea. Although 
they m ight have forgotten their young Safavid adversary Ismail in the early 
sixteenth century, the early reign of Osman II’s father Ahmed I was quite fresh 
in everyone’s mind. Although the Ottomans did not have a formal institution 
o f regency, a thorough analysis o f the sources suggests that it was M ustafa 
Efendi, the tutor o f Ahmed I, who was the most influential personality around 
the m inor sultan.7 Therefore, it m ight follow that Ömer, the tutor o f Osm an II, 
m ust have had a significant influence on the form ation of Osman, first as a boy 
and then as a young sultan.

Before focusing on Ömer, however, an introduction to what is known about 
O sm an’s childhood is in order. Osm an’s m other m ost probably died while 
Osman was a young child, certainly no older than age five.8 In the absence o f his 
mother, Osman likely spent time with his stepm other Kösem Sultan, Ahm ed I ’s 
favorite. But later on Ahmed I is reported to have kept his son away from her.9 
Although one cannot be sure why Osman was kept away from his stepmother, 
it is possible that Ahmed I may have been worried about Kösem ’s stake in her 
own son, Prince M ehmed, who was only four months younger than O sm an.10 
The only consistent source o f motherly affection Osman received probably 
came from  his foster mother, whose name was not recorded in the sources.11

About O sm an’s private life, we do not know much. As a boy he seemed 
to be fond of riding horses; his first public appearance on horseback was 
probably in February 1614 when he was only nine years old.12 Like more or 
less every Ottoman sultan, he wrote some poetry, using the pen name Farisi (the 
adjective form  of fâ ris, “rider” in Persian),13 which reflected his fascination 
w ith horses. O sm an’s love of horses is well attested by a rare artifact: the 
tombstone for his horse, which he apparently buried within the grounds of a

7 Baki Tezcan, “The question o f  regency in O ttom an dynasty: T he case o f  the early reign of 
A hm ed I,” A rchivum  O ttom anicum  25 (2008): 185-98.

8 Tezcan, “K ösem  Sultan,” 348-50 . 9 B arozzi and Berchet, Relazioni, vol. I, 133, 292.
10 Tezcan, “K ösem  Sultan,” 350-1 .
11 A  privy purse register from  1622, after the deposition o f  O sm an II, recorded her continıım j'

salary; BO A , M M  6147, 78; see also Peirce, Im perial Harem, 233.
12 Safi, Zü bdetii’t-tevârîh, vol. II, 304.
13 For his poem s, see Sullm i II. O sm an. « I. lisra Ki-skhikiliv (Istanbul: $iilc Yayınları, 1999).



royal palace in Ü sküdar.14 His interest in horses inspired Kadizade M ehmed -  
most probably the preacher who gained great lam e during the reign of M urad 
IV and after whom the Kadizadeli movem ent was named -  to w rite a treatise 
on horses, which included a short section on political advice, and to present it 
to Osman II .15 Some o f the most popular portrayals of Osm an II in Ottoman 
paintings were on horseback.16

Like his father Ahm ed I, Osman II seemed to enjoy hunting. Just a week after 
his enthronement, he went to Üsküdar for a royal hunt,17 and in the first months 
o f his reign he had an accident in which he fell off his horse and injured his head. 
In fact, people were spreading rumors in early August 1618 that he had died and 
been replaced by one o f his brothers w ithout any public acknowledgment to 
avoid the paym ent o f yet another series o f succession donations.18 Osman II’s 
active interest in riding and hunting was accom panied by an appreciation of the 
arts of war. An interesting treatise on military dexterity by a m aster of Ottoman 
martial arts that was commissioned by the court of Osman II suggested that 
the sultan patronized masters who provided training in traditional forms of 
w arfare.19 Osman II was also interested in heroic epics, such as the Iskender- 
name, the Book o f Alexander,20 and the Shahname, the Persian Book of 
Kings, a Turkish prose rendering of which was being produced for him under 
the guidance of his first chief black eunuch, M ustafa Agha, who had also 
served his father Ahmed I.21

14 Halil Edhem  [Eldem ], “B ir atın m ezâr taşı k itâbesi,” Türk T a ’rîh E ncüm eni M ecm û ’ası 15/9 
[86] (1341/1925): 196-9; H üseyin A yvansarayi, Mecmuâ-'ı Tevârih, eds. Fahri Ç. Derin and 
V âhid  Çubuk (İstanbul: İstanbul Ü niversitesi E debiyat Fakültesi Yayınları, 1985), 369.

15 See Kitâb-ı m akbûl der hâl-i huyul, Süleym aniye K ütüphanesi, K adızade M ehm ed 420 (prob­
ably an autograph), especially  f. 8 b -12b ; for a m odern  Turkish edition, see K adızade M ehm ed, 
Kitab-ı M akbul: A ta larım ızın  G özüyle A t , ed. Tahir Galip S er’atlı (İstanbul: U ğur Yaraman, 
1986). There is yet another K adızade M ehm ed (know n as Sofyalı), w ho w as a contem po­
rary preacher and the predecessor o f  the better know n K adızade a t the m osque o f  Ayasofya; 
see Tezcan, “Searching fo r O sm an,” 370, n. 57; D erin Terzioğlu, “B ir tercüm e ve bir intihal 
vakası: Y a d a İb n T ey m iy y e ’nin S iyasetti’ş - ş e r ’iyye 'sim  O sm anlıcayak im (ler), nasıl aktardı?” 
Journal o f  Turkish S tudies  31/2 (2007): 247-75 , at 266; see also this chapter, 125, n. 43.

16 See, for instance, H arvard U niversity A rt M useum s, the Edw in B inney 3rd Collection, 
1985.0238; Topkapı Sarayı K ütüphanesi, H azine 2169, f. 13a; and B ritish  Library, or. 2709, 
f. 3a. I would like to thank Tülün D eğirm enci fo r bringing these portraits to m y attention.

17 Topkapı Sarayı A rşivi, D. 73, f. lb , records the 2 ,000 akçe  s that w ere spent during this outing.
18 BnF, fr. 16148, ff. 431, 440a.
19 N ecib A sım  [Yazıksız], “F evâ’id-i gazâ: On birinci ‘asrda hayât-ı cündiyâne,” Ta’rîh-i 

‘O sm ânî E ncüm eni M ecm û ’ası 1 (1329/1911): 5 42-50 ; Jan Schm idt, Catalogue o f  Turk­
ish M anuscrip ts in the L ibrary o f  Leiden U niversity and O ther C ollections in the Netherlands 
(Leiden: Leiden University Library, 2000-), vol. I, 239 -43 , 2 7 9 -8 2 .

20 There is a copy in St. Petersburg that probably cam e from  his library; see B oris A ndreevich 
D orn and Reinhold Rost, C atalogue des m anuscrits et xylographes orientaux de la B ib ­
liothèque im périale publique tie St. P étersbourg  (St. Pétersbourg: Im prim erie de l ’A cadém ie 
im périale des sciences, 1852), 513 4, no. 566. The likely ascription to “O sm an II bin 
M oustala,” however, is problem atic and m akes one w onder w hether it was O sm an III w ho 
was meant here. Unforlunalcly, I have not exam ined lliis m anuscript myself.
T i i l i i n  D e ğ i r m e n c i ,  “ R e s m e d i l e n  s i y a s e l :  I I .  O s m a n  D e v r i  ( I M S  1 6 2 2 )  r e s i m l i  e l y a z -  

m a l a r i n d a  d e ğ i ş e n  i k t i d a r  s e m b o l l e r i , "  I ’l ı l  ) d i s s .  ( I l a c e l l c p e  I l ı ı i v e ı s i l e s i ,  .’ O O ? ) ,  f o r t h c o m i n g



Thus Osman II likely was groomed to become a warrior sultan in the 
style of M ehm ed the Conqueror or Süleyman the Magnificent. Yet this was 
not an obvious path for an Ottoman sultan to take in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries. Since the death of Süleyman I in 1566, only one 
sultan, M ehmed III, had personally led his armies into battle, doing so in 
1596. Ahm ed I had seemed to be developing a charismatic warrior profile at 
the beginning of his reign,22 yet later on he becam e preoccupied with courtly 
pleasures and played an im portant role in the move of the dynasty to residences 
at the Bosporus, which led to further residential developments alongside the 
Bosporus and brought the Asian and European sides of this waterway closer 
to each other.23 In contrast, Osman II, despite widespread opposition from  the 
lords of the law and other statesmen who suggested that he should stay in 
Istanbul, did enter the field of combat in person at the age of sixteen as will be 
explained in Chapter 5.

A last point about Osman II’s personal history is that he most probably 
felt cheated out o f the throne at the time of his father’s death. The imperial 
comm unications sent out to announce his accession after the deposition of his 
uncle in 1618 implied that M ustafa I ’s reign had not been in line w ith the 
“ancient Ottoman constitution (kanun-i kadim-i osmani).”24 M oreover, works 
o f history written for him  made an obvious effort to erase the short reign of 
M ustafa from the history o f the empire. For instance, M ehmed Rumi referred 
to Osman II as the fifteenth Ottoman sultan and thus did not count M ustafa, 
whom he also failed to include in the Ottoman family tree.25 Ganizade Nadiri, 
after m entioning the death of Ahmed, referred to the reign of M ustafa as the 
“false dawn,” in contrast to the “real dawn” -  the enthronement o f Osman II.26

W hen he was enthroned, Osman II had two close advisers, the chief black 
eunuch M ustafa Agha and his tutor Ömer. M ustafa A gha’s significant role 
in Ottoman politics during the reign of Ahmed I and in the enthronement 
o f Osman II was described in the last chapter.27 Although M ustafa Agha 
continued to play an important role in the early reign of Osman II, he was sent

as a book from  Kitap Yayınevi; F iruza Abdullaeva, “A Turkish prose version o f  F irdaw si’s 
Shahnam a  in the m anuscript collection  o f  the St. Petersburg U niversity Library,” M anuscripta  
O rientalia: In ternational Journal f o r  O riental M anuscrip t Research  3 (1997): 4 9 -5 7 .

22 In 1605, A hm ed m ade a  journey  to E dim e and another one to B ursa on short notice w ith the 
aim  o f show ing his com m itm ent to dealing w ith the Jalalis; Rum i, N uhbetii’t-tevârîh , III, 231. 
In 1606, he w as planning to lead his arm ies in person against them , a p lan  he never realized; 
C om te Théodore de G ontaut B iron, éd., A m bassade en Turquie de Jean de G ontau t Biron, 
Baron de Salignac, 1605 à 1610: Correspondance d ip lom atique & docum ents inédits  (Paris:
H. C ham pion, 1889), 78.

23 Pietro della  Valle, Reiss-Beschreibung in unterschiedliche Theile der Welt (G enff, 1674), 25; 
G ontaut B iron, A m bassade en Turquie, 28, 102.

24 A nonym ous, G azânâm e, f. 175b.
25 Rum i, N u h b e tü ’t-tevârîh, I, 3, II, 7 4 -5 , com pare II, 70.
26 G anizade N adiri, “G anî-zâde Nâdiri: H ayâlı, edebî kişiliği, eserleri, divânı ve ijelı-nâm esiııiıı 

tenkidli m etni,” ed. Num an Kiilekçi, P lıD diss. (A tatürk Ü niversitesi, 1985), 326.
27 Sec Chapter 3, 103, I 10 13.



to retirem ent to Egypt and replaced by Siileyman Agha as chief black eunuch 
in 1620 (see Fig. 13).28 In contrast, Ömer remained very close to Osman II 
throughout his reign with the exception o f a short episode in I620 .29

Not much is known about Ö m er’s fam ily background. H e was born in 
Amasya in 962/1554-5. His father was a certain M ehmed, and their family 
was apparently known as İğnecizade. Öm er had at least three brothers. Two 
o f them, Sarı Ali and Karabaş Abdurrahm an, followed him in ulema careers, 
whereas the third one, Ahmed, became a military administrator. Öm er got his 
teaching license from  M azlum M elek Ahmed, the tutor of the younger sons of 
Selim II (1566-74), who were executed by their elder brother M urad III. It is 
not clear whether Öm er was with Ahm ed when he was still in Istanbul during 
the reign of Selim II. A ta’i stated that Öm er accompanied his patron to Medina 
while Ahmed served as the judge o f that city (1577-80). After teaching at a 
college in Am asya for a while Ömer came to Istanbul in 1582 in the hope 
o f obtaining an appointm ent to another provincial college in Niksar. But his 
fortunes rose when an upper ranking pasha granted him  the professorship of 
the college he had ju st founded in Eyüp. Thus Ömer was able to stay in the 
capital and married into the family o f Vahyizade, a famous preacher. Vahyizade 
was not only a famous preacher in his own right but was also a relative of Ali 
Bey, a form er fief-holder-turned-sheik from  the family of Edebali, the Sufi 
sheik who, according to early Ottoman lore, had blessed Osman, the founder 
of the Ottoman dynasty, by letting him marry his daughter.30 It was Ali Bey 
who girded Ahmed I ’s sword in the first recorded enthronem ent-related sword- 
girding ceremony o f Ottoman history.31

W hat changed Ö m er’s life was his second career as a preacher, which 
he may well have embarked on following the example o f Vahyizade, his

28 M ustafa A gha was later invited back from  E gypt during the reign  o f  M urad IV, ju st as he 
w as invited back  a t the beginning o f the  reign  o f  A hm ed I; R esm i, H am île tii’l-kübera, 4 8 -9 ; 
C hapter 3, 110-11.

29 BnF, fr. 16149, f. 39b; fr. 16150, ff. 42b, 64a.
30 H üseyin H üsam eddin [Yaşar], A m asya  Tarihi, 4  vols. (Istanbul, 1328-1928), vol. IV, 7, 35; 

A ta ’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-h a kâ ’ik , 263, 598, 7 1 7 -8 , 7 2 8 -9 , 763. O n E debali, see C em al Kafadar, 
B etw een Two Worlds: The Construction o f  the O ttom an State  (Berkeley: U niversity  o f  C ali­
fo rn ia  Press, 1995), 128-9.

31 C em al Kafadar, “E yüp’te kılıç kuşanm a tö ren leri,” in Eyüp: D ün  /  B ugün (Sem pozyum , 1 1 -
12 A ra lık  1993), ed. Tülay A rtan (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Y ayınları, 1994), 55; and Colin 
Im ber, “D ie T hronbesteigungen der osm anischen Sultane: die E ntw icklung einer Z erem onie,” 
in Investitur- und  Krönungsrituale: H errschaftseinsetzungen im  kulturellen Vergleich, eds. 
M arion Steinicke and Stefan W einfurter (K öln: B öhlau  Verlag, 2005), 300, rely  on Safi, w ho 
stated that the incum bent grand m ufti g irded the su ltan’s sw ord; Z ü h d e tü ’t-tevârîh, vol. I, 
16. N icolas Vatin and G iles V einstein, Le sérail ébranlé: Essai sur les m orts, dépositions et 
avènem ents des sultans ottom ans, X IV e-X IX e siècle  (Paris: Fayard, 2003), 310, refer to a later 
chronicler, M üneccim başı, w ho provided the sam e inform ation, m ost p robably  relying on Safi 
as well. A lthough Safi w as very close to A hm ed I after D ecem ber 1608 w hen he becam e his 
im am , he was probably not p resent a t the g ird ing  cerem ony that took place in January 1604 
w hen he w as Ihe imam o f a  m osque in Istanbul. T herefore I prefer the testim ony o f  A ta’i who 
m ust have used a larger netw ork o f inform ants for his vasl biographical d ictionary than Safi 
did for his chronicle; l l a d a i k u ’l-haka ik , 598.



w ell-connected father-in-law. Sometime in the late sixteenth century, Ömer 
became the preacher of the Zal Pasha mosque in Eyüp. In the first decade 
o f the seventeenth century, apparently thanks to his father-in-law, Ömer was 
appointed to preach at the Ayasofya, the famous cathedral-turned-m osque of 
the city, right in the vicinity o f the imperial palace. Ahmed I m ust have met 
him  at this mosque and found him  worthy of the position of princely tutor. In 
January 1609, Ömer became the preceptor of the two sons of Ahmed I, Osman 
and M ehmed, both of whom were about four years old.32 In this capacity he 
must have played a significant role in the formation of Osman. The fact that 
Osman II was to name his only known son after Öm er Efendi supports this 
hypothesis.33 Unfortunately, however, Öm er did not leave any writings behind 
that could help us draw a picture of his worldview, which presum ably had 
an impact on Osman. Yet his professional background, if examined within 
the context o f early seventeenth-century Istanbul, may actually provide some 
clues.

A lthough Öm er had been a professor, he was better known as a preacher, 
which was quite unusual for a preceptor o f princes. In the past half-century, 
preceptors had usually been chosen from among professors who had passed 
the middle stages of their careers. Starting with Ömer, however, the nature of 
the position of the princely tutor changed, as imams o f sultans and preachers 
came to monopolize this position in the seventeenth century.34 The unprece­
dented prestige of the imams of sultans, which was in stark contrast with the 
Süleymanic era, might be seen as a defensive reaction of the court directed 
against the mevali, as imams of sultans usually came from modest backgrounds 
and were not related to the lords of the law.35 In addition, the increasing rep­
resentation of preachers among the tutors o f princes reflected their growing 
importance in the political life o f the capital at the turn of the seventeenth 
century.

Ottoman narrative sources clearly reflected the increasing importance 
ascribed to preachers at the turn of the seventeenth century (see Fig. 10). 
These sources were relatively silent with regard to preachers of the sixteenth 
century, but definitely not for the seventeenth century.36 Some of the anec­
dotes related in those sources suggest that the preachers enjoyed great popular 
respect in their capacity as representatives of moral authority in this period. 
One was about Va’iz Em ir Abdülkerim (d. 1015/1606-7), who used to preach 
at the Süleymaniye M osque at the end of the sixteenth century. Apparently,

32 G ontaut Biron, A m bassade en Turquie, 258; com pare A ta’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-h a k â ’ik , 72X;
K araçelebizade, R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr , 512.

33 Katib Ç elebi, Fezleke, vol. II, 23 . 34 See Tezcan, “Searching lor O sm an,” 3 7 3 -4 , n. 77 X.
35 Som e im am s  o f sultans even becam e grand m uftis and ch ie f judges in this period; see. I'm

instance, Şeyhi, Vakâyi’ü ’l-fudalâ, vol. Ill, 6 1 -2 , 40 9 -1 0 , 651 3. I<br a com parison willi llic
Süleym anic era; see Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, 17 18.

36 See the com parison o f  sources on lliis issue in ’le/.e.m, “Searching lor O sm an," 37<l 5,
n. 81-2 .



F ig . 10. “P re a c h e rs” ; fro m  th e  T aesch n e r A lbum .

after delivering his sermons he would respond to questions from the people 
in his audience, who would write their questions and leave them  at his seat. 
His responses came to draw larger audiences than his sermons. They were 
apparently so popular that men would wait in the coffeehouses around the 
Suleymaniye for the sermon to end and show up when Va’iz Emir started 
his responses.37 The usual M uslim  practice was for M uslims to direct their 
questions regarding the legality o f their various practices in daily life to the 
mufti. However, this anecdote suggested that the preachers had become a kind 
of “muftis o f the people” in the Ottoman capital at the turn o f the seventeenth 
century.

17 A l.fi, Hnila 'iku Y litikti '¡k, 5«)7; I las.iiilx-y/ade, m i l l ,  vol. Ill, 418 9, 793, 913-4 ; Pe^evi, 
Tti'iili, v o l.  I I ,  f S 9 .



Hand in hand with their growing popularity, preachers in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries seemed to be voices o f opposition in the im pe­
rial capital. They were expected to relate prophetic traditions and com m ent on 
the verses of the Q ur’an. For instance, the preacher at the mosque of Ayasofya, 
which was the summit of a preacher’s career, was referred to as the “chief of 
the commentators [of the Q ur’an] and the crown o f the traditionists [of the 
Prophet].”38 Depending on the choice of a verse and/or tradition a preacher 
picked to share with his congregation and the interpretation he made o f them, 
com m enting on the Q ur’an and traditions, however, could be quite political. As 
suggested by some of their critics in the 1580s, the preachers apparently took 
the liberty o f going beyond covertly political sermons and made more explicit 
references to the problems of their days, im plicitly attacking the powerful 
people of the capital.

M ustafa Ali devoted a section to preachers in his Counsel fo r  Sultans, which 
was originally written in 1581. In this work, he presented preachers as a threat 
to the Ottoman political order and asked the sultan to stop “the insolent and 
slanderous preachers who in their sermons become abusive and scold people:”

N ow , how  co m e  these  en em ies o f  th e  sta te  sh o u ld  g ro u ch  in  th e  gu ise  o f  re fo rm in g  zeal, 
sh o u ld  a ttra c t th o u sa n d s  an d  th o u sa n d s  o f  s im p le -m in d ed  p eo p le  to  th e ir  g a th e rin g s  and, 
se em in g ly  p reach in g  v irtue , sh o u ld  co m m it ac ts o f  re b e llio n  b y  sta rting  a  ch a in  o f  m isc h ie f  
and  d is o rd e r? . . .

T h ese  m en , th e se  m isch ie f-m ak ers  w h o  c la im  to  b e  sp iritu a l lead ers , a re  each  o n e  o f  them  
w ith o u t d o u b t a  secre t reb e l [celâli] r ig h t in sid e  th ese  w ell-p ro tec ted  lands, p e rh ap s  even 
r ig h t in  th e  an ces to r-in h e rite d  cap ita l, k in d lin g  th e  flam es o f  sed itio n  w ith  th e ir  p e rv ersiv e  
sp e ech es an d  b lo w in g  it in to  a  s tro n g  b laze  w ith  th e ir  fo u l-m o u th ed  b re a th s .39

Contemporary accounts suggested that the preachers’ critical stance actu­
ally gained significant popular support, which was very easily translatable 
into political influence and financial power. W hen, for instance, the earlier 
mentioned Va’iz Emir was exiled because of a sermon he gave that touched 
some sensitive nerves in the imperial capital, his followers engaged in protests 
that succeeded in bringing him back. Had he not returned, the janissaries were 
apparently going to attack people in the circle o f the queen mother, whom 
they held responsible for the exile.40 M ost probably because of this support, 
during the reigns of M urad III and M ehm ed III the preachers were consulted 
for advice on such important matters as the appointment and the dismissal 
o f grand viziers.41 At least in some cases, the preachers also succeeded in

38 A ta’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-hakâ ’ik, 759. 39 Ali, C ounsel fo r  Sultans, vol. I, 55-6 .
40 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 679; A ta ’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-h a kâ ’ik, 597.
41 M ustafa Ali, The O ttom an G entlem an o f  the Sixteenth Century: M ustafa ÂH's M cvâ’idii’ıı

nefâ’ is fi K avâ’ id i’l-mecâl is -  Tables o f  D elicacies Concerning the Rules o f  Socia l ( lathe rings, 
tr. D ouglas S. Brookes (Cam bridge. MA: Harvard University, Departm ent o f  Near Lastern 
Languages and C ivilizations, 2003), 172.



translating their political influence into financial power; for example, Yah- 
nikapan Abdülkerim  Pasha started his career as a preacher and ended it as a 
finance m inister with a vizierial title.42

Contemporaries used the words preacher (va 'iz) and [moral] counselor 
(nasih) interchangeably, which made sense as preachers advised people on 
how they should live their lives. But when some preachers started to receive the 
personal attention o f sultans at the end o f the sixteenth century, their advice 
evolved into counsel for sultans, written examples of which appear first in 
the early seventeenth century, around the same time that Ömer became the 
preceptor of Osman.43

It was also in this period that two very influential preachers, Kadizade 
M ehmed and Sivasi Abdülmecid, made their preaching debuts. The social 
life o f the Ottoman capital in the seventeenth century was m arked by heated 
debates led by them  and their successors around a number of issues.44 At least 
one of these issues, that of the perm issibility of smoking, was most probably 
a matter o f public debate already during the reigns of Ahmed I and Osman II, 
as is described shortly. The appointm ent of Öm er by Ahmed I to tutor his sons 
around the same time may well have been related to these social developments.

Unfortunately there is no direct evidence to relate Ömer to either of the two 
factions represented by Kadizade or Sivasi, though they probably started lo 
develop during the reign of Osman II. Yet certain attitudes of Osman II, as well 
as some of his actions, easily align with the ideas associated with Kadizade 
later on in the century. As noted by Leslie Peirce, one of the qualities of 
Osman II that bothered some people was his preference for wearing light and 
simple clothes and not caring about a majestic appearance as his forefathers 
did.45 Osman IFs preference for hum ility and simplicity also affected his 
relationships with women. At the end of his reign, Osman II made legal 
marriages with two free women of high social standing; the second one was 
the daughter o f E s’ad, the grand mufti. Ottoman sultans had not married any 
free women for more than a century and only reproduced with concubines 
o f slave origin, whom they rarely took as legal wives. Osman II may even 
have considered dismantling the harem  and living m odestly w ith legal wives 
rather than concubines.46 Finally, his last major decision was to perform the 
M uslim  pilgrimage to Mecca, which cost him  his throne and life. These clues 
suggest, among other things, that Osman preferred piety and simplicity to

42 Rum i, ¡Ta'rîh], ff. 63b -6 4 a ; N a’ima, Ta’rih, vol. II, 355-6 .
43 A ta’i, H a d â ’iku 'l-h a k â 'ik , 468; Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 531; for w ritten counsels for 

sultans by preachers, see K adizade M ehm ed (Sofyalı), N u sh ü ’l-hükkâm  ve se b eb ü ’n- 
nizcîm , Süleym aniye K ütüphanesi, A şir Klendi 327; and M esm û 'a tü 'n -nakâyih  m ecm û ’a tü 'n -  
nasâyih, Süleyıııaniye K ütüphanesi, 1 lıısrcv Paşa 629, both ol w hich were presented to Kuyucu 
M urad Pasha initially.

44 I'or a lisl o f these issues, see Katilı Çelebi, llıılaııee. 11 Peiıve, Im perial H arem , 183.
16 UnK IV. 16 15 0 ,1. 109a, I 16a; A. I ). Aldei son, The Strut lit re t>J the < )lltiiiitin D ynasty  (Oxford:

O xford University Press, 19S(>), table x \x



pom p and lavish displays of power, a preference with which the Kadizadelis 
would wholeheartedly agree.

A more significant clue that ties Osman II to the ideas that were to be 
identified with the Kadizadelis is that, starting from  the very first year o f his 
reign, Osman II issued a num ber of orders prohibiting the cultivation, sale, and 
use o f tobacco.47 All o f  these orders referred to previous orders to the same 
effect, suggesting that the smoking ban m ust have been proclaimed some time 
during the reign of Ahmed I (1603-17). English merchants introduced tobacco 
into the Ottoman realms around 1600.48 In the first years of the seventeenth 
century, the use of tobacco m ust have become so widespread in the Ottoman 
capital that the death of the grand mufti Ebulmeyamin M ustafa in 1606 was 
interpreted by some people as the result of his heavy smoking.49 The ban 
on its use was likely proclaim ed in the next few years.50 The prohibition 
m ust have been taken seriously as its effects were apparently felt by English 
m erchants, who seem to have persuaded their king, James I, to protect their 
tobacco exports to the Ottoman realms. It is interesting to note that Jam es 1, 
who championed the cause o f tobacco in his correspondence with Ottoman 
emperors, was him self an ardent opponent o f the use of tobacco in his own 
country.51

Some o f the arguments used against tobacco by the Ottomans, such as the 
claims that it led to laziness, which kept people from work, and to prodi­
gality, which resulted in the wasteful use o f monetary resources,52 point in

47 82 N um aralı M ühim m e D efteri (1 0 2 6-1027  /  ¡617-1618): Öz,et -  Transkripsiyon -  İndeks  
ve T ıpkıbasım , ed. H acı O sm an Y ıldırım , et al. (Ankara: B aşbakanlık  D evlet A rşivleri Genel 
M üdürlüğü, 2000), 228; K adı Sicilleri, Rodoscuk (m odern Tekirdağ), no. 1570, f. 84b; M anisa, 
no. 48, 120-1 . T he M ühim m e collection at the O ttom an archives includes only one register 
from  the reign o f  O sm an II, w hich  partially  covers the orders sent from  the cen ter to the 
provinces in 1618. For the rem aining years o f  his reign, I tried  to reconstruct these orders by 
checking extant registers o f  provincial district court records that included copies o f  central 
orders sent to the districts.

48 Peçevi, T a’rîh , vol. I, 365; cf. K atib Çelebi, Balance , 51. Peçevi’s passage on tobacco is 
translated  by E. B irnbaum , “Vice trium phant: the spread o f  coffee and tobacco in  Turkey,” 
D urham  University Journal (D ecem ber 1956): 2 1 -7 , at 2 4 -6 ; I would like to thank  N orm an 
Itzkow itz for draw ing m y attention to this article.

49 A ta’i, H a d â ’ik u ’l-h a kâ ’ik, 512.
50 C alendar o f  State Papers -  Venetian, vol. X I, 505-6 ; B irnbaum , “Vice trium phant,” 26; Katib 

Çelebi, Fezleke, vol. II, 154.
51 See “K ing Jam es his le tter to the C reate  Turke,” NA, SP 97/8, ff. 312 b -3 13a. This copy o f  the 

le tter is undated, but the references in it suggest that it m ust have been written during the second 
reign o f  M ustafa (1622-3). Jam es, who described tobacco as beneficial for the preservation o f 
on e’s health  in this letter, was actually  opposed to its use in England; see his “Counterblaste 
to Tobacco” (first published anonym ously in 1604), in Workes o f . . .  la m e s . . .  K ing o f  Great 
B rita ine  (London, 1616), 221, 222; cited by B irnbaum , “Vice trium phant,” 26.

52 The orders prohibiting the cultivation and use o f  tobacco did not provide an elaborate expla 
nation o f  why the governm ent engaged in this prohibition. W hat they stated was that the use 
o f  tobacco took peop le’s tim e from  work; Y ıldırım , 82 N um aralı M ühim ine , 228. A certain 
K adızade, m ost probably the w ell-know n one from Balıkesir, devoted a section to tobacco in 
a treatise that seem ed to be the written version o f one o f his serm ons in the last years o f  bis 
life. A m ong other things, he claim ed that every day 100,000 ¡•ımışca arc spent on sm okin;'.



the direction of a Puritan work ethic that is very much in line with revival­
ist movements like that of the Kadizadelis -  one should add that there are 
also obvious connections between the development of a m arket society and 
a new attentiveness to the way in which monetary resources are spent. Other 
arguments, such as claims that its use was tantam ount to apostasy because it 
involved an imitation o f  non-M uslims who smoked and brought the habit to 
Ottoman realm s,53 are suggestive of anxieties about Ottoman self-confidence, 
which had recently been shaken by the long and inconclusive wars with the 
Habsburgs and the Safavids, as well as the Jalali rebellions. Moreover, the 
unprecedented inflation and devaluation of the late sixteenth century had cre­
ated numerous economic problems. Social discipline was seen as a way to cope 
with this problematic economic situation and to adapt to the requirements of 
a developing market society. W ithin this framework, the preachers assumed a 
new role within society. In addition to their traditional function of providing 
guidance on how to live a righteous life, they had now becom e counselors 
whose help was needed to rectify society and set the right example to follow 
in this new and threatening age.

W ithin this context, “enjoining good and forbidding evil,” a controversial 
principle of Islamic law,54 gained a new currency. For instance, the anonymous 
author of the Treasury o f  Justice,55 which was dedicated to Ahmed I, concluded 
his chapter on this principle with a conversation that was supposed to have 
taken place between the Prophet and Abu Bakr, his successor. Abu Bakr asks 
the Prophet w hether there is any holy war other than fighting the inlidcls. 
The Prophet responds positively and states that there are people on earth who 
carry out holy war, God takes pride in them, and heaven is adorned for them. 
W hen Abü Bakr asks who these people are, the Prophet states that “they are 
those who enjoin good and forbid evil.”56 Thus the rectification of society is 
presented to Ahmed I as a form o f holy war, implying a new conception of the 
ghazi, or the holy warrior, as a cham pion of enjoining good and forbidding 
evil. Ö m er’s appointm ent as the tutor of Ahmed I ’s sons may well be seen 
as a reflection of this increasing interest in the practice of “enjoining good 
and forbidding evil.” Although there is no direct evidence that Ömer educated

By engaging in this profligate expenditure, M uslim s becam e brothers o f  the D evil; K adızade, 
C â m i’ü ’l- 'a k â ’id , P rinceton U niversity  Library, 2012Y, f. 15b. 

s* Ibid., ff. 14a, 16b.
vl For a short synopsis o f  the concept, see K atib  Çelebi, Balance, 106-9 ; fo r a thorough historical 

analysis, see M ichael Cook, C om m anding R ight a n d  Forbidding Wrong in Islam ic Thought 
(Cam bridge: C am bridge University Press, 2000).
This is yet another O ttom an Turkish adaptation o f  ‘AİT H am adân î’s D hakhırat a l-m ulük  
with additional m aterial. For the Persian work, see the edition by M ahm ud AnwarT (Tabriz: 
M u’assasa-i Ta’rikh wa Farhang-i Tran, 1358/1980); lor its earlier Turkish editions, see Seyyid 
Ali llem cdani, Zahîralii'l-ıııiilıîk: H adisler ışığında yönetim  ilkeleri, yönetic i nitelikleri, tr. 
M uham ıncd h. 11¡işeyin, i'd. Necdet Yılına/, (İstanbul: Dârıılhadis, 2003). This O ttom an Turk­
ish adaptation, cıılilleri (leııı ine i 'ııılıilel, revised som e o f the original chapters and also 
included new m aterial; sec Topkapı Sarayı K ütüphanesi, Bağdat 348. 

v ’ Anonym ous, Hem ine i 'ad ıilıi, I. /5a.



Osman by emphasizing this principle, it is interesting to note that Katib Çelebi 
in his world history that he wrote in Arabic described Osman II as a sultan 
who cared for “forbidding evil.”57

To sum up, Osman II was the first Ottoman sultan to be educated by a 
preacher. Regardless of w hether or not this preacher, Ömer, was an ardenl 
supporter o f the principle o f “enjoining good and forbidding evil,” Osman 
grew up in an environment where this principle had gained a new currency as 
exemplified by the rising profile of preachers, the earlier mentioned treatise 
Treasury o f  Justice, and the ban on tobacco. Some of Osman II’s actions, such 
as his preference for simplicity, his commitment to continuing the ban on 
tobacco, the execution of certain Sufi sheiks with Shiite leanings in Istanbul 
during his reign,58 and his later decision to dismantle the harem, suggest that 
this environment of social discipline may well have had an im pact on the way 
he envisioned him self as a sultan.

Absolutist ambitions

Although the early-seventeenth-century emphasis on social discipline in the 
Ottoman capital seemed to have an impact on Osman II, the evolution o f the 
court into a new center o f power starting from the late sixteenth century was 
the political context within w hich his reign started. Both of these developments 
set the stage for Osman II to attempt to reshape the role of the sultan in the 
Ottoman polity through absolutist policies that were meant to circum scribe the 
power of the mevali and the vizier households. The intellectual foundations for 
this new role of the sultan were laid down in the aforementioned anonymous 
work authored for Ahmed I, the Treasury o f  Justice.

The Treasury o f  Justice contains a conception of the caliphate that had been 
m ostly discarded in the medieval Islamic world: the caliph understood not as 
the successor of the Prophet but of God Him self.59 The second chapter o f the 
work opens with the following quotations:

O  D av id , W e hav e  m ad e  y o u  C a lip h  on  the  earth . So ju d g e  b e tw een  m en  equ itab ly , an d  do 
n o t fo llow  y o u r  lu st les t it sh o u ld  lead  y o u  astray  f ro m  th e  w ay  o f  G od . S u re ly  fo r th o se  
w h o  g o  a s tray  from  th e  w ay  o f  G o d , is severe p u n ish m en t, fo r  h av ing  fo rg o tten  th e  D ay  o f 
R e ck o n in g  [Q u r’an , 38:26].

T h e  su ltan  is th e  shadow  o f  G od , fo r every o n e  o p p ressed  b y  th e  ca lam ity  o f  th e  rag ing  
ev en ts o f  tim e  go es to  h im  fo r  re fu g e  [a ttribu ted  to  M u h am m ad ],

57 K atib Ç elebi, Fadhlakat al-taw arlkh, B eyazıt K ütüphanesi, 10318, f. 229b.
58 See H ibri, D efter , f. 6a; K araçelebizade, R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr, 538; M. A. D anon, “Un interroga 

toire d ’hérétiques m usulm ans (1619),” Journal A sia tique  I l clllc Série 17 (1921): 281- 93; 
A ndreas Tietze, “A docum ent on the persecution o f  sectarians in early seventeenth-century 
Istanbul,” Revue des É tudes Islam iques  60 ( 1992): 161-6 .

59 See Patric ia Crone and M artin Hinds, Clod's Caliph: Religious Authority in the 1‘iis t ( 'enturies 
o f  Islam. (Cam bridge: C am bridge University Press, 19X61.



The attribution to M uhammed of the statem ent that the sultan is the “shadow 
of God” is spurious, but that does not change the fact that this idea had a 
large following since, at least, the eleventh century.60 Although the “shadow 
o f God” was generally meant to be a humbler concept than the Caliph of God, 
the anonymous author of the Treasury o f  Justice equated the two concepts and 
thus declared that the sultanate and the caliphate were one and the same:

B e in g  a  su ltan , b e in g  an  em pero r, is [ be ing] th e  C a lip h  o f  G o d . . .  an d  b e in g  H is reg en t on 
earth . T he T each er [i.e. M u h a m m a d ] . . .  sa id  th a t th e  su ltan  is th e  sh ad o w  o f  G o d . . .  T hat, 
to o , carrie s th e  m ean in g  o f  ca liphate .

M ore importantly, the author claimed that the caliphate was inclusive of 
prophethood:

G o d . . .  d ec reed  thus: “/  a m  se ttin g  in the  ea r th  a  C a liph  [from  Q u r’an  2 :3 0 , re fe rr in g  to  
A d am ].” T h a t is to  say, H e  sa id  “I am  b rin g in g  a  C a lip h  in  the  earth ; I am  se ttin g  up  a  reg en t 
in  th e  k in g d o m  o f  th e  w o rld .” H e  d id  n o t say  “I  am  b rin g in g  a  p ro p h e t,” o r  “ a  sch o la r,” 
o r  “a  se rv an t.” T h a t is so b ecau se  th ese  [qua litie s] ex is ted  in  th e  ca lip h a te . L ikew ise , H e 
d ec reed  to  D av id , th e  P ro p h e t, m ay  p eace  be  u p o n  h im : “We h a ve  m a d e  y o u  C aliph  on  the  
earth  [from  Q u r’an  38:261 .” T h a t is to  say  H e sa id  “W e m ad e  y o u  a  C a lip h .” H e d id  n o t 
say  “W e m ad e  y o u  a  p ro p h e t,” o r “a  sc h o la r” b e c a u se  all o f  th ese  b e fa ll to  th e  ca lip h a te .61

This particular conception of the caliphate would obviously be detrimental 
to the interests of the lords of the law, the legitimate representatives of ju rists’ 
law in the empire. Clearly, the anonymous author o f the Treasury o f  Justice 
had them in mind when he made the sultan a caliph and added that the 
caliph was inclusive o f the qualities of a scholar. That Osman II was inclined 
to circumscribe the authority o f jurists was apparent from his empowering 
Ómer to take charge o f the high-level appointments in the ulema hierarchy, 
which were usually under the control o f the grand m ufti.62 A nother example 
o f Osman IPs attempts to keep the lords of the law under closer control 
was his appointment of M ullah Ali -  an African who had been a slave of

60 This tradition is not found in the m ore respected  com pilations o f  p rophetic traditions; for 
A rabic proverbs that carry the sam e m eaning, see R iad A ziz K assis, The B ook o f  Proverbs 
a nd  A rab ic Proverbial Works (Leiden: B rill, 1999), 6 5 -6 ; for a study o f  the idea  in the context 
o f  ancient Persian traditions o f  k ingship  as w ell as Islam ic history, see Said A m ir A rjom and, 
The Shadow  o f  G od and  the H idden Im am : Religion, Political Order, a n d  Societa l Change  
in S h i’ite Iran fro m  the Beginning to 1890  (C hicago: U niversity o f  C hicago Press, 1984), 
85-100 .

61 A nonym ous, G enctne-i ‘adálet, f. 14b. This section did not appear in earlier adaptations o f 
the D haklurat al-m ulük; this work d id not even m ention  the tradition attributed  to M uham m ad 
about the sultan being the shadow o f G od on earth; see the index of traditions in HamadanT, 
DhakhTrat al-tnuliik, 793 840. The lii sl part o f  (he quotation is rem iniscent o f  Jalál al-DTn 
M uham m ad DawanT: “Such a person is duly  Ihe Shadow o f G od, the C aliph  o f  God, and 
the Deputy ol (he Prophet,” d ie d  by John li. W oods, The Aqtpiyunlu: Clan, Confederation, 
Em pire A S tudy in Ceniiti yT u rk o  Irnintin Pol/ties (M inneapolis: B iblioteca Islamica, 
1976), I IX.
I lasanbey/.ade, I tin'll, vol. III. ().’..> t; l \ \ e v i ,  Id 'rili, vol. II, 170. The discontent o f  Ihe ulema 
willl I lie em pow erm ent ol ( >mer was noled by Kiinu. | In n h \, II. X tl> X la.



Fig. 11. M u lla h  A li; fro m  an  O tto m a n  a lbum  p ro d u ced  fo r  a  w este rn  E u ro p ean  aud ien ce . 
T he H a b its  o f  the  G ra n d  S ig n o r ’s  C ourt, ca. 1620; B ritish  M u seu m , 1 9 2 8 -3 -2 3 -0 4 6 , f. 9b; 
c o u rte sy  o f  th e  T rustees o f  th e  B ritish  M useum .

M urad I l l ’s chief black eunuch Mehmed Agha and who had received the 
support of powerful black eunuchs in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries -  to the most prestigious judgeships of the empire, promoting him 
quickly through the ranks all the way to the chief judgeship of the European 
provinces (see Fig. I I ). Mullah A h’s preference for a rationalist cpislemology



over a traditionalist one, which was m anifested in his Dispelling the Darkness, 
befitted his position as a jurist close to the court and was also in line with other 
works produced by jurists who frequented court circles. Such jurists made an 
implicit attempt to privilege reason over tradition with a view to challenging 
the exclusive authority of the lords of the law as the only arbiters of ju rists’ law 
in which tradition had held the epistem ological upper hand for a long time.63

Yet however strong Osm an’s ambitions m ight have been, his power was 
still limited. He would have liked to get rid of his uncle M ustafa I, yet the 
grand mufti would not let him do that.64 Despite the fact that E s’ad had been 
instrumental in the enthronem ent of M ustafa I in 1617, Osman II did not feel 
strong enough to dism iss him either.65 In addition to his uncle M ustafa, Osman
II had six younger brothers in the palace whose potential as alternative sultans 
was yet another factor that tied his hands. If  Osman II were to strengthen his 
political standing, he really needed a conquest that would boost his charisma, 
which in turn would make him powerful enough to eliminate alternative loci 
of power in the capital.

Ottoman sultans had always needed the prestige of a conquest, if they were to 
succeed in initiating a serious change in the polity or even to make controversial 
decisions. One of the most significant changes in the Ottoman polity had 
taken place after the conquest o f Constantinople in 1453, when M ehmed II 
felt powerful enough to deal a heavy blow to the Anatolian aristocracy by 
executing his grand vizier Çandarlı and confiscating legally inalienable estates 
that had been endowed to family trusts and foundations that were meant to 
support the descendants of their founders and/or local m osques, schools, and 
colleges. Süleyman was able to appoint his favorite Ibrahim to the grand 
vizierate only after the conquest o f Rhodes in which the sultan personally took 
part in 1523. Similarly, after the reign of Osman II, his younger brother M urad 
IV ordered the execution of his brothers only after his conquest of Yerevan 
from the Safavids in 1635.

The problem Osman II faced was that he did not have an army that could 
make such conquests possible. As is shown in the next chapter, the Ottoman 
army had evolved into a mainly financial institution by the beginning of the 
seventeenth century. Both of the two m ajor military enterprises undertaken 
during the reign of Osman II ended in failure. The first o f these was the 
Safavid war that had started during the reign of his father.

Although the long Ottoman-Safavid w ar of 1578-90 had ended with the 
annexation o f large territories by the Ottomans, the Safavids had succeeded 
in recovering these territories in a second round of war in 1603-12.66 On the 
pretext that the Safavid Shah Abbas had not sent the 200 loads o f raw silk he

Tezcan, "D ispellinji (lit- D arkness;” Te/.ean, “ I,aw in C hina.”
1,1 See (he dispatch o f Ihe French am bassador daled February 8, 1620; BnF, IV. 16150, f. 8a.
I,s Thai Osm an II was livlinj>. biller loward F s’ad was noled by I lasanbey /adc , Târih, vol. Ill,
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had prom ised according to the peace agreement of 1612, Ahmed I ordered his 
grand vizier Öküz M ehm ed Pasha to undertake a military campaign against 
the Safavids in 1615. Although the silk in question did arrive after M ehm ed 
Pasha left the capital with a large army, the Ottomans still pursued the war. 
After spending the winter o f 1615-16 in Aleppo, M ehm ed Pasha laid siege to 
Yerevan in 1616. Yet the Ottoman army failed to take the city. A hm ed I 
discharged M ehmed Pasha and in his stead appointed the grand admiral 
Halil Pasha as grand vizier and com m ander-in-chief of the Ottoman armies. 
Halil Pasha left the capital in June 1617 and spent the winter of 1617-18 in 
Diyarbekir.67 It was during this winter that Ahmed I died and was succeeded 
by M ustafa I, who in turn was deposed and replaced three months later by his 
nephew Osman II. A lthough Halil Pasha entered Tabriz in 1618, the attack 
against Ardabil ended in a great failure that almost cost the life of the Crimean 
Khan who had joined the Ottoman army with his forces. The resulting peace, 
which was ratified by the Ottoman capital in 1619, reduced the amount o f raw 
silk that Shah Abbas was to send as tribute to 100 loads. The Ottoman-Safavid 
border was fixed along the same line that had been agreed in the time of 
Süleyman in 1555.68 If Osman II were interested in conquest, he had to look 
elsewhere and do it himself.

A li Pasha: A  court creature as a grand  vizier

After the failure in the east, Osman II replaced his grand vizier Halil Pasha 
with Öküz M ehmed Pasha, his brother-in-law and the predecessor of Halil 
Pasha. Yet M ehmed Pasha was but an interim  grand vizier and was dismissed 
before he had served for a full year: Osman II had not forgotten that M ehmed 
Pasha had failed at the siege of Yerevan in 1616. A much more promising 
candidate for grand vizier than Öküz M ehmed Pasha was Ali Pasha, who, 
as was discussed in the last chapter, was instrumental in bringing Osman II 
to the throne. Yet although Ali Pasha had been the grand admiral of the 
Ottoman navy, he was actually one of the m ost junior viziers; he had to prove 
him self worthy o f the grand vizierate. Ali Pasha’s successful naval campaign 
in 1619, the spoils o f w hich he presented to Osman II, established him as a 
com petent commander (see Fig. 12).69 Thus on D ecem ber 24, 1619, Osman II 
dism issed M ehmed Pasha and appointed the grand admiral Ali Pasha to the 
grand vizierate.

Ali Pasha’s appointment to the grand vizierate m arked the beginning both 
o f Osman II’s aggressive foreign policy and the consolidation of the court- 
centered absolutism that were to mark the rest o f his reign. In his letter 
announcing the appointment of Ali Pasha, de Cesy, the resident ambassador

67 Rum i, N u h h e tü ’t-tevârîh, British Library, Or. 31, IT. 350b-352b.
68 For H alil Pasha’s Safavid cam paign, see Pcçevi, Ta'rîh , vol. II, 364 9; Abdiilkadir, Tarih.

vol. 1, 655 -63 , vol. II, 6 73 -83 ; BOA, MM 4695; Feridun, M im şc'â t. vol. II, 262 5.
69 Pcçevi, T a’rîh, vol. II, 371.



o f France, suggested that the appointment was the work o f M ustafa Agha, the 
chief black eunuch, and Ömer, the tutor o f the sultan. In his next dispatch 
dated January 7, 1620, de Cesy noted that the replacem ent o f the grand vizier 
pointed to a significant change in the way things were run at the Porte. The 
same dispatch also recorded the decision to make war on the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth,70 suggesting that the appointm ent o f Ali Pasha and 
Osman IPs plans for a military campaign m ight well be related.

Ali Pasha’s rise to power was a significant novelty in and o f itself. As was 
pointed out in the last chapter, Ali Pasha was not a palace school graduate but 
rather a creature o f the new power structures that had been established at the 
court since the reign o f M urad III.71 A nother important reason for Ali Pasha’s 
appointment was his skills in producing funds for the treasury. Ali Pasha did 
bring a lot of booty from  his successful naval campaign in 1619, but it was not 
just booty that he was able to produce. Ali Pasha persuaded Osman II that he 
could be trusted to generate funds to finance the treasury, and his short grand 
vizierate proved that he indeed could do so. Ali Pasha supplied the sultan 
with regular paym ents into his private treasury and also provided funds o f his 
own to the central treasury.72 A look at the income and expenditures of the 
central treasury for the fiscal year 1620 (M arch 21, 1620 to M arch 20, 1621) 
shows that the treasury succeeded in ending the year w ithout excessive recourse 
to the private funds o f the sultan, despite the fact that preparations were being 
made for a m ilitary campaign against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
w hich speaks to Ali Pasha’s financial success.73

Ali Pasha followed a very aggressive fiscal policy. Part o f the reason for 
his success in generating funds was his confiscation o f the property of rich 
statesmen. Soon after his appointment to the grand vizierate, Ali Pasha took 
Baki Pasha into custody in the Seven Towers and confiscated whatever he 
could find that belonged to this powerful finance minister.74 A nother method 
he employed was to force the European merchants in the capital to buy certain 
goods, such as the Safavid tribute silk, at prefixed prices and quantities.75

70 BnF, fr. 16150, f. 2a, 4 a. 71 See C hapter 3, 110-13.
72 See, for instance, H asanbeyzade, Târih, vol. I ll, 9 2 4 -5 ; Peçevi, T a’rth, vol. II, 371; NA, SP

9777, f .  205a. T hat A li Pasha was transferring  funds to the private treasury o f  the sultan was 
also confirm ed by O ttom an archival evidence; see, BOA, K K  1808, 6, 22, 26, recording a 
total o f 14,400,000 akçes paid  to the private treasury  o f the sultan in M arch 1620. BOA, KK 
1909, 86, 462, 464, 466, 467, recorded a  total o f  5 ,259,500 akçes that Ali Pasha len t to the 
treasury in M ay and D ecem ber 1620; see also B O A , KK 1808, 661, 678.

73 A ccording to m y calculations based on the tw o registers KK 1808 and 1909 that recorded 
the incom ing and outgoing funds o f  the treasury  in the fiscal year 1620 on  a daily basis, 
470,262,064 akçes entered the treasury and 497,971,710 akçes left it. Part o f  the deficit was 
financed by funds from  the private treasury o f  the sultan, w hich  am ounted  to 18,800,000 
akçes. Yet the sultan m ight have received m uch m ore than he paid  because already in the first 
few  days o f the fiscal year, 14,400,000 akçes w ere paid to his private treasury, see n. 72.

74 M ore Ilian 12,000,000 akçes o f  Baki Pasha w ere confiscated; see KK 1807, Sunday, 12 
R ebî'ü '1-evvel 1029 ,#  I; KK 1808 ,26 ; KK 1909, 165, 180.

75 C alendar o f  Stale Papers Venetian, vol. XVI, ■! 10; NA, SP 97/7, I. 205a; BOA, KK 1909, 
425, 439, 460, 470.



Fig. 12. T h e  naval v ic to ry  o f  A li P ash a  th a t p re c ip ita te d  h is  ap p o in tm en t to  th e  g rand  
v iz ie ra te  in 1619; m an u sc rip t illu stra tio n  fro m  G an izad e  N ad iri, § eh n â m e -i N â tlir f  
(ca. 1622), T opkap i S aray i K ü tü p h an es i, H . 1124, ff. 2 8 b -2 9 a ;  cou rtesy  o f  the  T opkapi 
P a lace  M useum .

W hile  Ali Pasha was m ak ing  the life o f  foreign merchants difficult, he was 
also protecting the rights o f  O ttoman merchants with great vigor. In a legal 
case that might well have been unprecedented in Ottom an history, Ali Pasha 
forced Venice to pay com pensation  l'or the losses o f  some Ottoman merchants



F ig . 12 (co n tin u e d ).

whose goods and monies were captured at sea despite Venetian guarantees 
o f  their safety. In 1617, twenty-two O ttom an merchants had sailed to Venice, 
sold their goods, bought Venetian goods, and started their return trip. On their 
voyage home, their goods were pillaged by a Spanish ship. They sued the 
state o f  Venice, as they claimed lhal their safely had been guaranteed by the 
Venetians. The issue grew inlo an international scandal m I (> Il) '?.{), and alter a



num ber of hearings and a great deal o f diplomatic pressure applied on Venice 
by the grand vizier Ali Pasha, the merchants received full com pensation for 
their losses -  partially in cash, partially in kind, and all of it delivered by the 
Dutch am bassador in June 1620.76 These assertive commercial and financial 
policies were paralleled by an equally assertive foreign policy.

The m ilitary cam paign o f  O sm an I I  against Poland in 1621

As noted earlier, the decision to make war on Poland was confirmed right after 
the appointm ent of Ali Pasha to the grand vizierate. The Com m onwealth of 
Poland and Lithuania, which I refer to here as Poland for the sake of conve­
nience, and the Ottoman Empire had friendly relations in the late sixteenth 
century.77 Yet in the early seventeenth century this peaceful picture started 
to change. The Ottomans and the Poles clashed over M oldavia a few times. 
Moreover, the Cossacks created serious troubles for the Ottomans by sack­
ing Ottom an towns on the coast o f the Black Sea.78 For many an Ottoman 
statesman, however, all o f this did not really require the sultan to lead a full- 
scale military campaign against Poland. In 1616, and again in 1620, Ottoman 
provincial forces proved able to deal with the Polish forces that had come to 
help M oldavian princes who had been dism issed by the Ottoman capital.79 
Thus some Ottoman statesmen argued that an Ottoman provincial army led 
by a military com m ander-in-chief could well deal with the job of teaching the 
Poles a lesson.80

However, Osman II was determined to take part in the military campaign 
personally despite the widespread opposition o f the viziers and the lords o f the 
law, whom the resident French ambassador described as being “very powerful 
in this country.”81 This determination seemed to be related to his need to 
enhance his own position through conquest. Using his prospective absence 
from  the capital as a pretext, for instance, Osman II secured a legal opinion 
from Kemaleddin Taskopriizade, the chief justice o f the European provinces,

16 BO A , D . BŞM , 8/62; C alendar o f  State Papers -  Venetian, vol. XVI, 165-6 , 167, 173, 258, 
259, 294, 336; BnF, fr. 16150, f. 10b.

77 Baki Tezcan, “K hotin 1621, o r how  the Poles changed the course o f O ttom an history,” A cta  
O rientalia  A cadem iae Scientiarum  H ungaricae  62 (2009): 185-98  at 188.

78 In 1614, fo r instance, C ossacks attacked Sinop, burned the fortress o f  the tow n, and enslaved 
num erous people; Peçevi, Ta’rth, vol. II, 342.

79 For these two m ilitary confrontations, see Peçevi, T a’rîh, vol. II, 3 46 -7 , 3 72-4 . N a’ima, 
T a’rth, vol. II, 177-85, p rovided an eyew itness account fo r the second battle, w hich was 
absent in earlier sources. X aver Liske, “D er türk isch-polnische Feldzug im Jahre 1620; nach 
gedruckten und handschriftlichen Q uellen dargestellt,” A rch iv fü r  österreichische G eschichte  
41 (1869); 353-97 , supplies the Polish side o f  the account for the second battle; sec also 
E. Schütz, ed., A n A rm eno-K ipchak Chronicle on the Potish-Turkish Wars in 1620 1621 
(Budapest: A kadem iai Kiadö, 1968), 40-9 .

80 K atib Çelebi, Fezleke, vol. I, 403.
81 BnF, fr. 16150, f. 61a.



justifying the execution o f Prince M ehmed, the oldest o f his brothers.82 M ore­
over, on his way to Poland, Osman also moved against the lords of the law by 
abolishing the institution of the arpalık ,83 Arpaliks were judgeships o f small 
towns, which were granted to those mevali who were either retired or tem ­
porarily lacking a post appropriate to their rank. Those mevali would usually 
not reside in the town of such an arpalık appointment, but rather would send 
a deputy who would then send the dues to his patron.84 Thus the arpaliks 
provided a steady source of income for high-ranking judges in their retirement 
or in the periods during which they did not hold positions. Their abolition was 
a m ajor blow to the lords of the law.

As for the viziers, Osman II’s preference for those closely connected to 
the court was once again confirmed by his appointment of Hüseyin Pasha to 
replace Ali Pasha, who died in M arch 1621. Hüseyin Pasha had been the chief 
gardener during the reign o f Ahmed I, a position that he owed to the protection 
o f the black eunuch M ustafa A gha.85 Later he had become general of the 
janissaries and the governor-general o f Rumelia. A t the time he was appointed 
to the grand vizierate he was one of the least senior viziers in the imperial 
council.86 Thus his appointm ent was the second blow to the autonomy of the 
viziers delivered by Osman II, the first one being the previous appointment 
of Ali Pasha, who was also relatively junior. In short, Osman II implemented 
policies that could well lay the foundations for a well-consolidated Ottoman 
absolutism, had the army delivered a victory against Poland, w hich the court 
circles had been taking for granted.87

Osman II’s military campaign against Poland was m ost probably meant to 
be much more ambitious than what it ended up being. Circumstantial evi­
dence points to a larger plan that involved the Protestant Bohem ian nobility; 
the Ottoman vassal prince of Transylvania, Gabor Bethlen, who was elected 
king of Hungary in 1620; and perhaps the conquest of a city in southern 
Poland, such as Kamianets-Podilskyi (today in Ukraine) in the short term 
and Krakow later -  the conquest of Krakow would have increased Ottoman 
chances for success in a future attack against Vienna, which had just been 
besieged in 1619 by Bohemian and Transylvanian forces that were Ottoman 
allies at this early stage of the Thirty Years’ War (see M ap 2).88 W hat really 
happened, however, was much less breathtaking. A fter a long and incon­
clusive confrontation with the Cossack and Polish forces around Khotin 
(in modern Ukraine) on the Dniester, the Ottoman army withdrew, first to

82 The grand m ufti E s’ad refused to legitim ize th is decision; hence, O sm an II’s consultation
with Taşköprü/,ade; Hasanbeyzade, Târth, vol. Ill, 927; Peçevi, Ta’rih, vol. II, 375.

10 K araçelebizade, R avza tü 'l-ebrâr, 541.
K4 Ismail Hakkı IJzunçarşdı, O snıanh D evletinin İlm iye Teşkilâtı (A nkara: T ürk  Tarih Kurum u, 

1965), 118 21.
“  Rumi, | l i t 'r îlı |, f. 32; Kalib Çelebi, Irz.leke, vol. II, 31.
K(’ See A bdülkadiı, Tarih, vol. II, 703. K/ Sec IV^vvi, T arih , vol. II, 378 9.
m  Te/,can, “ Kimlin 1621,” 190 I.



Fig. 13. O sm a n  II, lau n ch in g  h is  m ilita ry  cam p aig n  ag a in s t th e  P o lish -L ith u an ian  C o m ­
m o n w ealth , 1621; m an u sc rip t illu stra tio n  from  G an izad e  N ad ir i, Ş eh n â m e-i N â d ir i, ff. 53b; 
c o u rte sy  o f  th e  T opkap i P a lace  M u seu m . N o te  th e  p ro x im ity  o f  S ü leym an  A gha, th e  c h ic f  
b la c k  eu n u ch , to  the  su ltan , w h ich  is in  sta rk  co n tra st to  th e  so litu d e  o f  S ü ley m an  I in the 
m id s t o f  h is b o d y  g u ards in  a  m ilita ry  cam p aig n  as d ep ic ted  in th e  nex t im age.

Edirne and then to the capital.89 All that Osman II accomplished was a 
peace agreement restoring to the Ottomans the fortress of Kholin, which

89 A lthough the m ilitary cam paign was officially presented as a victory, O ttom an narrative 
sources had no m isgivings about the result; com pare l \ \ c v i ,  'H in h , vol. II, 376  SO, and
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had belonged to the principality of M oldavia -  and hence to the Ottoman 
Empire -  but had been ceded to Poland by a M oldavian prince a few years 
ago.90 Osman II’s long stay in Edirne, during which he even asked for his 
newly bom  son to be brought from Istanbul, suggested that the sultan might 
have been planning to winter in Edirne so he could engage in another campaign 
in 1622.91 Yet the protests o f the army seemed to force him to return to Istanbul 
on January 9, 1622.92

The young monarch looks for a new army

By the time Osman II arrived in the capital he had already made up his mind 
about the “pilgrimage cam paign.” However, its real target was open for spec­
ulation. Although it was announced to be a royal pilgrim age to M ecca, some 
claim ed that the pilgrimage was a cover for the real object of the campaign, 
which was dealing a blow to Fakhr al-Dln Ibn M a n , a local Druze ruler who 
had established a relatively autonomous rule in the early seventeenth century

Katib Ç elebi, Fezleke , vol. II, 4, w ith M ehm ed H alisi, Zafer-nâm e, facs. ed. Yaşar Yücel 
(Ankara: A nkara Ü niversitesi Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi Yayınları, 1983) and Halil 
Edhem  [Eldem ], “Sultân ‘O sm ân Hân-ı Sânînin Leh seferine dâ’ir T iirkce bir k itabesi,” 
T a’rih-i ‘Osrnânî E ncüm eni M ecm û ’ası 1 (1329/1911): 22 3 -3 2 .

90 A ccording to N icolae Jorga, this had occurred in 1612; (îesch ich le  ties osnuntischen Reiches,
5 vols. (Gotha: Perthes, 1908-13), vol. Ill, 366.

91 A bdülkadir, Tarih, 756; Nadiri, “ .Şelınâm e," 414 15. H111', İr. 16150, I . 106a.



in the area that roughly corresponds to today’s Lebanon.93 Others believed that 
Osman II was leaving the capital to recruit m ercenaries for a new army. This 
latter speculation appears to be correct and seemed to motivate the members of 
the army corps to depose Osman IL94 Therefore, it is necessary to understand 
what it meant to recruit a new army in the context o f early-seventeenth-century 
Ottoman politics, which is the focus o f the rest of this chapter.

Modern works on Ottoman history generally see Osman II’s alleged plan 
o f recruiting a new army as a reform attem pt.95 Yet at least some of his 
contemporaries would have begged to differ with this interpretation. Had 
Osman II succeeded in accomplishing this alleged plan of recruiting soldiers 
for a new army in the Asian provinces, the men employed by leaders of the 
Jalali rebellions in the 1600s would have constituted the new Ottoman army 
of the 1620s. Thus I argue that, at least from the perspective o f the capital, 
Osman II would have become a “rebel sultan” by so recruiting a new army of 
mercenaries, the very men who had been recruited by the rebels o f the recent 
past. The line that separated legitimate uses o f force from illegitimate ones was 
quite vaguely drawn in the Ottoman Em pire of the early seventeenth century, 
and Osman II was straddling it.

To understand the contemporary perception of Osman II’s plans, however, 
a brief discussion o f the use of sekbans (mercenaries) is in order. The sekban  
phenom enon of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was a product 
of local political power struggles that took place within the context o f an 
economy in the process of monetization. In a certain sense, Osman II was to 
carry these struggles onto an imperial scale with his plan of creating a new 
army.

The rise o f  the sekbans

The word sekban literally means “keeper o f the hounds.” The Ottoman army 
included units described with this term  as early as the fourteenth century, 
and later in the mid-fifteenth century these units were incorporated into the 
janissary corps as sekban bölükleri,96 Yet the sekbans that one comes across in 
the sources from the late sixteenth century onward refer to mercenaries, usually 
equipped with firearms and recruited by governors or commander-generals for 
a specific purpose, such as a m ilitary campaign or the protection of a newly 
conquered castle. The same term was also applied to the mercenaries recruited

'w Ibid., f. 106b; for lbn M a‘n and his fam ily, see K am al S. Salibi, “T he secre t o f  the H ouse o f 
M a n ,"  In ternational Journal o f  M idd le E ast Studies 4  (1973): 27 2 -8 7 .

1)4 In C hapter 5, I engage in a detailed evaluation o f  the evidence w ithin the fram ew ork o f  the 
rebellion that brought about the deposition  o f  O sm an II. Suffice it to say here that the truth 
o f  the rum ors is im possible to verily indubitably, as it was supposed to be a secret plan. Thus 
all references to the cam paign in question  in state records called it a “pilgrim age cam paign,” 
o r se fer i line.
S e c  Te /.c a n , “ T h e  l(>'.V.’ m i l i t a r y  r e b e ll io n .”

1,(1 M . T a y y ib  ( ¡o k b il| 'in ,  " S e k b a n , "  / / I.  v o l.  X ,  t .1' '  7



by Jalali leaders, who were regarded as rebels by the imperial center, thereby 
loading the term  with a quite ambiguous connotation regarding the legitimate 
use of power.

M ustafa Ali asserted that the use of the sekbans in the sense of mercenar­
ies equipped with muskets dated to the Safavid wars (1578-90). He actually 
singled out Hadım Cafer Pasha (d. ca. 1600), one o f the influential com m an­
ders during the last phase of this war (1585-90), as the man who first used 
sekbans extensively.97 Cafer Pasha’s identification as the first one to employ 
sekbans suggests that the use o f this new type of soldier was a result o f the 
exigencies o f war. The modern explanation for the rise of the sekbans fol­
lows the same implication when it asserts that the Ottoman government, faced 
with the German infantry during the Habsburg wars, increased the num ber of 
janissaries and hired sekban  troops.98

Yet the development of the sekbans was not directly related to war. Many 
local governors had recourse to these new soldiers even though they were not 
involved in military campaigns. The first use of the term  sekban in greater Syria 
occurred around the same time that Cafer Pasha was involved in the Safavid 
wars, suggesting that the exigencies of war may not be a proper explanation for 
the development of the sekban  troops. Al-Bürînî (1556-1615), an Arab scholar 
who spent m ost of his life in Damascus, noted that sekbans were unheard of 
until a certain Abü Sayfayn cam e to Syria as governor of Nablus (in the modern 
West Bank, Palestine, see M ap 3). Abü Sayfayn apparently brought around 
100 sekbans with him. Other governors followed suit, and soon the num ber of 
sekbans in greater Syria multiplied.99 Another Damascene author, al-Ghazzî 
(1570-1651), mentioned Abü Sayfayn as a Turk who was appointed to the 
governorship of Ajlun (in m odem  Jordan) with the support of Sinan Pasha, 
who was then governor of Damascus. Soon after his appointment, however, 
Abü Sayfayn was killed by the forces of Qânşüh, who seemed to have been 
the hereditary em ir of A jlun.100

Sinan Pasha was appointed to the governorship o f Damascus in late 1586, 
and he was back in Istanbul in the spring o f 1589.101 Thus Abü Sayfayn’s 
appointm ent to the governorship of Ajlun and his death would have taken 
place around 1587-8. A l-Bürînî’s reference to Abü Sayfayn’s governorship 
of Nablus might be an earlier event because although they were not far from 
each other, Nablus and Ajlun were two separate administrative d istricts.102 
But in any case, the employment of sekbans in Syria seemed to start in the

91 Âli, K ü n h ü ’l-ahbâr, TY  5959, 589b; Rum i, [Ta’rîh \, f. 56a.
98 The m ost elaborate statem ent o f  this view is in İnalcık, “M ilitary and fiscal transform ation .”
99 A l-H asan ibn M uham m ad al-B ürinî, Tarâjim a l-a ‘yân m in  a b n â ’ a l-zam ân, ed. Salalı al 

D în al-M unaiiid, 2 vols. [incom plete] (Dam ascus: a l-M aim a‘ al-MImî al- 'A rab l hi-Dimash<ı, 
1959-63), vol. II, 259.

100 N ajm  al-DIn al-G hazzî, A l-kaw âkib  a l-sâ ’ira b i-a 'yân  a l-m i’tı a l- 'â slım ı, cd. J ib ra 'il 
Sulaym ân Jabbür, 3 vols. (Beirut: Am erican University o f  Mcirııl, 1945 59), vol. I l l ,  202.

101 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 177, 21 I. 1,12 Kimi, The Sultan's Servants, 107.



1580s, around the same time that Âli credited Cafer Pasha with their use. 
W hereas Cafer Pasha might have been forced to recruit such forces because 
of the exigencies o f war, the use of sekbam  in greater Syria around the same 
time cannot be explained in the same way.

Rather than the Safavid or Habsburg wars, it was the socioeconomic devel­
opments o f the late sixteenth century that played a significant role in the rise of 
(he sekbana. It was not a coincidence that the sekbam  were first used in Syria 
around the same time that large fortunes were being made there in international 
(radc and money exchange while Spanish silver was invading the Levant.103

101 T c / .c ' ; i n ,  "  I Ilı' ( t l l o ı ı ın ı ı  111<iiu-1 al  v ı l İNİs,”  IK-1 9 0



M oreover the same period also witnessed the founding of regional loci of 
power with the rise of a num ber of influential families, such as the M a'ns in 
Lebanon, that continued to have influence in the area for centuries to come. 
The significance of Syria and its economic resources in the developm ent of 
the sekban  phenomenon is shown by the fact that one of the best-known Jalali 
leaders, Abdülhalim Karayazici, who controlled a rebel sekban  army, made 
his debut in Syria. The dynamics that led to his rise as a Jalali leader are worth 
discussing in some length as they demonstrate that the rise of the sekbans may 
not be simply a consequence of the Ottoman wars with the Habsburgs or the 
Safavids.

Derviş Bey, a çavuş (herald) o f the Sublime Porte, had succeeded in securing 
his appointm ent as the governor of Safed (in m odem  Israel), probably some 
time after Decem ber 1593, when the governor o f Damascus executed M anşür 
Ibn al-Furaykh, the previous governor o f Safed.104 Karayazici was the chief of 
Derviş B ey’s sekbans. In response to orders sent from  the capital dismissing 
and replacing him with a new governor, Deli Ali, probably one o f the former 
men of Ibn al-Furaykh,105 Derviş Bey was encouraged by Karayazici not to 
cede his position. Karayazici then fought against the Ottoman forces sent by 
the governor of Damascus Husrev Pasha to execute the imperial orders. Failing 
to hold on for long, Derviş Bey and Karayazici left Safed for Sayda (in modern 
Lebanon), where emir Fakhr al-DIn Ibn M a'n  (d. 1635) supplied them  with 
provisions but did not let them stay in his domains. Derviş Bey then went to 
the capital with the hope of settling the issue. Yet things did not work out as he 
thought they would, and he was beheaded in Şevval 1005/M ay-June 1597.106 
Husrev Pasha was governor o f Damascus at least twice; his confrontation with 
Karayazici m ust have happened during his first tenure, which likely started 
after August 1595 and ended in February 1597.107 Thus it was most probably 
in 1594 that Karayazici was hired by Derviş Bey and in 1596 that he made his 
debut as a rebellious sekban  leader.108

W hat is m ost important to note about this chronology of events is that the 
structures in which the Jalali rebellions were to take place were in place at 
the beginning of the Habsburg wars (1593-1606). Thus the explanation that 
the increasing need for infantry troops during the Habsburg wars created the 
sekbans, who in turn intensified the scale o f the Jalali rebellions, seems to

104 M uham m ad A m în al-M uhibbî, K huldsat a l-a thar f i  a cyan  al-qarn al-hadi cashar, 4 vols. 
(Cairo, 1284), vol. IV, 426-8 .

105 Ibid; Bürînî, Tarâjim, vol. II, 260 -1 .
106 Bürnn^ Tarâjim, vol. II, 2 59 -61 ; Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 688.
107 M uham m ad Ibn Jum 'a , “A l-bâshât w a’l-qudat,” in Wulat dim ashq f l a l - ‘ahd  a l- cuthm dm , ccl. 

Salâh al-D în al-M unajjid  (D am ascus, 1949), 24, 26; Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 461, 498, 500, 
669 .'

108 Turkish narrative sources did not refer to K arayazici’s early career in Syria; see Tezcan, 
“Searching for O sm an,” 384, n. 158; there is, however, a vague reference in a m odern sludy, 
see W illiam  J. G risw old, The Great Anatolian Rebellion, 1000 I0 2 0 /I5 l) l  1611 (Berlin 
K laus Schwarz, 19X3), 25.



be inadequate. The context in which the sekbans were first noted in Syria 
suggests that the rise of this new military group was related to competition 
for local political power. K arayazicfs last assignment before he became a 
well-known Jalali leader supports this suggestion. After his patron Derviş Bey 
left Sayda for the capital, Karayazici first followed the coastline and reached 
Tripoli (in modern Lebanon) and then w ent inland and came to Kilis (in modem 
Turkey), where a sim ilar fight for the local governorship was going on between 
Canpoladzade H üseyin Pasha, the Ottoman descendant of a pre-Ottoman local 
power magnate, and Dev Süleyman, the newly appointed governor of Kilis. 
Karayazici seemed to have been em ployed by Canpoladzade who eventually 
succeeded in holding on to his governorship.109

The fact that Canpoladzade, whose Kurdish forefathers had ruled Kilis in 
the early sixteenth century, could still hold on to his ancestral lands almost a 
century after the Ottoman conquest, suggests that the local holders of political 
power in greater Syria were able to retain their political influence in the 
area even after their “Ottom anization.” 110 In the late sixteenth century, when 
the central government attempted to appoint new governors, the local power 
holders were able to offer resistance using sekbans, whom they could only 
have hired if they had had sufficient funds to do so, a point to be discussed 
further. Yet it was not just the local magnates who had recourse to sekbans. 
As suggested by the identities o f K arayazici’s first patron and his opponent, 
governors sent from  the center employed sekbans against local magnates as 
well. Thus sekbans emerged within the context of local power struggles that 
took place in the late sixteenth century while the Ottoman economy was in 
a process of monetization, which enabled contenders to hire m ercenaries and 
buy their administrative positions using their connections in the capital.

Thus, although some of the local players in politics belonged to old local 
families, it is im portant to note that the means by which political struggles were 
pursued were new. M arket forces created cash resources that made it possible 
to hire mercenaries. It was the control o f these forces that the representatives 
o f local nobles and the appointees from  the imperial capital were fighting for. 
Thus recent socioeconomic developments made possible the political rivalries 
in the context o f which the sekbans were employed.

The fin e  line betw een vizier a n d  rebel, or legitim ate 
a nd  illegitim ate arm ies

1 suggested earlier that Osman II could well have been perceived as a “rebel 
sultan” by some of his contemporaries because of his alleged plans to recruit

IIW For a shorl biography ol’ I Iiiseyiu Pasha based on several contem porary  sources, see Tezcan, 
“ Se a rc h in g  lo r  O sm an ,”  384 0 , 11.

110 Thus Ihe em pire o f  Süleym an Ihe M aj’iulicenl lhal was m ostly run by slaves had certain 
lim its oT‘reach; see ( 'hapler I, () . \  ıı V/.



mercenaries for a new army. In this section I substantiate this argum ent by 
exploring the vague line that separated legitimate uses of force from illegiti­
mate ones.

Was Abdülhalim  Karayazici, whose early career has already been described, 
a rebel or a governor? In the fall of 1599, he appeared to be a very serious 
rebel. Karayazici had taken Ruha (Urfa in modern Turkey) under his control 
and was issuing orders with an imperial seal that read, “Halim  Shah, may 
he be victorious.” As mentioned in Chapter 2, in his provincial area, he was 
imitating the practices o f Ottoman central institutions -  issuing orders penned 
by a seal-bearer, appointing judges and a grand vizier, and organizing his 
new recruits in the Ottoman imperial fashion as janissaries, bölük halkı, and 
so on.m  These reports that portrayed Karayazici as a rebel are perplexing 
if one considers the future course of events. M ehm ed Pasha, the Ottoman 
general sent to the area, and Karayazici came to an agreement at Ruha in 
D ecem ber 1599, according to which Karayazici handed over Hüseyin Pasha, 
who, before becoming K arayazici’s grand vizier, had been an Ottoman pasha. 
In return, Karayazici secured the governorship of Ayntab.112 Thus a “rebel” 
became a “governor.” Karayazici was to be labeled a “rebel” again in 1600, 
then recognized as a “governor,” and finally die as a “rebel” in M arch 1602.113

An interesting story mentioned by al-Bürînî illustrates the relationship 
between the “rebel” and legitimate authority. In the winter o f 1601-2, Hasan 
Pasha, the com m ander-in-chief of the Ottoman armies that were fighting 
Karayazici, sent Hoca Hasmi Osman Pasha, who was the governor o f Erzu­
rum  at the time, to pursue the “rebel” to the mountains. Osman Pasha then 
found him self surrounded by Karayazici’s men, who took him to their leader. 
Osman Pasha spent some time with Karayazici as an honored prisoner and 
witnessed the movements of Karayazici and his men from place to place in 
the mountains for some forty days. Al-BtirmT’s source for this story was a 
financial secretary in the Damascene army, Behram  Agha, who met Osman 
Pasha after his release by Karayazici. Apparently, during his “im prisonm ent,” 
Osman Pasha was taken care of by his form er officers and soldiers, who had 
served him in the past but had then joined Karayazici. Thus at least some of 
K arayazici’s men were form er “Ottoman” officers in the service of provincial 
governors.

A t some point during Osman Pasha’s journey with Karayazici, a group of 
200 men wanted to see the Jalali leader. He perm itted fifteen representatives 
to come and talk to him. It turned out that they were provincial soldiers 
from  Erzurum, most probably timar holders, who asked him not to enter their 
territories. But the way they worded this request is interesting. They conceded 
the fact that Karayazici did not oppress his subjects, yet they were afraid that

1,1 See C hapter 2, 65. 112 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 842.
113 For the last years o f  K arayazici, see the various sources citeil by Tezcan, “Searching lor 

O sm an,” 386, n. 163.



once he entered their territory, Ottoman soldiers would follow him  and rain the 
land and the people. A l-Bürînî has these soldiers of the province of Erzurum 
cite this verse from the Q ur’an: “Surely when kings enter a city they destroy 
it and despoil the honour of its nobility. So will they do (to us)” [Qur’an 
27: 34],114 They offered money to Karayazici to leave their land; otherwise, 
they said, they had some 8,000 men and would have to fight him. Karayazici 
accepted their offer and afterward let Osm an Pasha go, asking him  to use his 
good offices with the sultan.

Once in Istanbul, Osman Pasha told M ehm ed III that Karayazici was asking 
for a governorship in the Balkans for him self and the governorship o f the 
district of Çorum for his brother Hasan. Then he added that he personally 
believed that Karayazici was a traitor. Even though he appeared to be asking 
for the governorships in return for bringing his rebellion to an end, he was 
actually trying to free him self from  the forces of Hasan Pasha so that he could 
go back to his rebellion .115

Both the presence o f Osman Pasha’s form er men in the retinue of Karayazici 
and the fact that al-Burlnl, or his source Behram  Agha, if not Osman Pasha 
himself, reported that the soldiers o f Erzurum  spoke about the Ottoman army 
in a very critical fashion suggest that as far as the population was concerned, 
there was not m uch difference between the “rebel” and the legitimate authority 
in terms of oppression. As noted by M ichael Cook,

tax  co llec tio n  an d  ban d itry  co llap se  in to  th e  sa m e u n d iffe ren tia ted  ac tiv ity  o f  liv ing  o ff  the 
lan d , so th a t w h e th e r  o r  n o t a  m an  is a  rebel c o m es to  d ep en d  less  on  w h a t he d o es than  
o n  th e  m o re  o r  less  fo rtu ito u s  fac t th a t h e  has o r  has n o t an  official au th o riza tio n  fo r his 
m a ra u d in g s .116

Soldiers could work just as legitimately for the “rebel” as for the govern­
ment. A soldier on the payroll o f the sultan or a pasha could easily change sides 
and work for Karayazici. The English ambassador Lello noted on February 
22, 1601, that “ [t]he rebell his forces do greatly increase, many souldiers of 
Grecia flying unto him  doubling their wages of that the Grand Seignor giveth 
them .” The soldiers that Lello referred to m ust have been tim ar holders of the 
province of Rumelia, who were probably desperate for a decent salary, “but 
before their entertainm ent requireth them a mark or brand in the eares whereby 
they may be knowen to have served him, and thereby supposing they should be 
the unwillinger to revolt from him .” 117 Later, most o f these soldiers went back 
to Ottoman service. For instance, Peçevi related that Şahverdi, the steward 
(kethüda) of Karayazici, later jo ined the retinue of Lala M ehm ed Pasha, who 
becam e the grand vizier of Ahmed I in 1604.118

114 BürTnî, Tanljim , vol. II, 152; (he I English translation is from A hm ed A li, ü .A l-Q u r ’ân, revised
ed. (Princeton: I’rincclon University Press, l ()XX), 323. 

m  BiM ni, Tıınıjiııı, vol. II, I4‘) 55, 158
116 C’ook, Popii'liilion Pressure. '10. M/ NA, SP <)7/ l, I. 127a.
Ilt( I’o v v i ,  I'a'rih. vol. II. .'S3.



The government was also quite inconsistent in its dealings with the “rebels.” 
One vizier could conceive of employing Karayazici as a district governor, and 
his successor would send an army against him. The same inconsistency was 
displayed in dealing with K arayazici’s brother, Deli Hasan. In M arch 1602, 
Karayazici died from natural causes in Sam sun.119 Deli Hasan took over 
the leadership of his brother’s forces and fought successfully all Ottoman 
forces sent against him. Am ong others, Hasan Pasha himself, the son o f the 
well-known grand vizier Sokollu, was killed by Deli H asan’s m en.120 Finally 
the central government gave in and appointed Deli Hasan to the governor­
ship of Bosnia in April 1603. Yet, he was executed just a few years later in 
1606.121

Although Karayazici’s days ended in the mountains and his brother’s as a 
governor, the first com m ander sent against Karayazici, M ehmed Pasha, was 
executed as a rebel. After his military campaign against Karayazici, M ehmed 
Pasha, the son of the late grand vizier Sinan Pasha (d. 1596), was appointed 
to the governorship o f Baghdad. He was dismissed from this post in 1604. On 
his way to the capital he received the governorship o f Karaman as an arpalik, 
a kind o f retirem ent benefit. R ight around this time the com m ander-in-chief of 
the Safavid military campaign, Cigalazade Sinan Pasha, was on his way to the 
Safavid border. M ehmed Pasha met Sinan Pasha around Konya, apparently 
with a private army of 3,000 men. He talked to Sinan Pasha in a “Jalali-like” 
manner, asserted that the revenues of the province o f Karaman could not sup­
port his men, and requested the governorship of the province of D am ascus.122 
M ehm ed Pasha did receive the governorship of Damascus and entered the 
city in September 1604. But soon after, in February 1605, a new governor, 
Hoca Hasmi Osman Pasha, entered the city. With the help of the Damascene 
janissaries, M ehmed Pasha was arrested. In M ay he was taken out of custody 
and soon left for Istanbul. Once in Istanbul, he sat in the imperial council for 
a day, which suggests that he was brought to the capital with the prom ise of 
a vizierial appointment, and was then executed on the orders of Ahmed I .123

Another controversial figure around whom the line between rebel and vizier 
disappeared was Nasuh Pasha. Thanks to the protection of the queen mother, 
Safiye Sultan, Nasuh had received the governorship o f Aleppo at the end of 
M ehm ed I l l ’s reign (1595-1603). At the time he arrived in Aleppo there was 
a certain power structure in place that had not been challenged by previous 
governors. Since the Ottoman conquest of the region in 1516, the janissaries of

119 BurinI, Tarajim, vol. II, 269-70 .
12(1 A ctually  there was a rum or to the effect that he m ight have been killed by a m an sent by the 

sultan; ibid. vol. II, 161.
121 For a sum m ary o f  these developm ents, see G risw old, Great Anatolian R ebellion , 39 -46 ; 
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Syria had been assigned, among other things, to A leppo’s protection. Yet theirs 
was more than a military protection. M ost o f these janissaries had clients in 
Aleppo, whom they protected against Ottom an governors. Thus the janissaries 
of greater Syria had evolved into moderators who acted as a buffer between 
some o f the locals and the discretionary pow er of Ottoman governors.124 
Yet whereas the janissaries protected some in Aleppo, for others they were 
severe oppressors.125 Nasuh Pasha knew this existing power structure very 
well as he had been the proxy o f the queen m other for the collection of the 
revenues assigned to her in the region. He arrived in Aleppo at a time when 
the janissaries had supposedly increased their level o f extortion from the local 
population. Nasuh Pasha took this state of affairs as an opportunity to move 
against them. The outcome was quite interesting: the Ottoman janissaries of 
Syria asked the local rulers of the region, such as Fakhr al-DIn Ibn M a‘n, 
for help against the Ottoman governor o f Aleppo while Nasuh Pasha was 
in alliance with Canpoladzade Hüseyin Pasha. After Nasuh Pasha overcame 
the janissaries and pushed them  back to Damascus, he turned against his 
ally Hüseyin Pasha. Yet Canpoladzade proved to be the stronger one. He 
both secured his appointm ent to the governorship of Aleppo and succeeded 
in taking the city away from Nasuh Pasha, who resisted leaving it for quite a 
w hile.126 Canpoladzade Hüseyin Pasha was later to be executed by Cigalazade 
Sinan Pasha, and his nephew Ali was to create quite a bit of trouble for the 
O ttom ans.127

Nasuh Pasha learnt his lesson from his experiences in Aleppo and recruited 
his own sekbans. By the fall of 1608, when Nasuh Pasha met the grand vizier 
M urad Pasha in eastern Anatolia, he was controlling an army of 7,000 m en.128 
Rum or has it that M urad Pasha was ordered to execute Nasuh Pasha but could 
not afford doing so when he realized the strength of Nasuh Pasha.129 All of 
these examples suggest that the boundary between legitimate and illegitimate 
authority was ambiguous, to say the least.

Conclusion

All of the examples discussed in the previous section reinforce the argument 
that the rise o f the sekbans was a result o f competition for political power 
in the provinces, rather than a purely military development produced by the 
exigencies o f new types of warfare. Yet the socioeconomic background shaped 
the form  in which this political com petition took place. Had the competitors 
not been able to muster funds to hire mercenaries, the rise of the sekbans would 
not have been possible. W hether one talks about a provincial district governor

124 B n l;, Collection Dnpuy 429, IT. 1051) 106a.
I"s I'or an exam ple o l 'I lie activities o f  sncli janissaries, see ( ilia /,/,i, I J i l f a l - x i u n a r ,  vol. II, 612—27.
I 'h (irisw olil, ( ¡ r e n t  A m t t o H u n  l-ti’h c l l i i m ,  X. 1 iy lliid., 1 1 0  46.
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like Abu Sayfayn in the 1580s, or a sekban leader like Karayazici in the 1590s, 
or a vizier like Nasuh Pasha in the 1600s, all these leaders had funds to hire 
soldiers, as opposed to fiefs to allocate to them. As feudal economic relations 
were being replaced by market relations, local lords who used to assign fiefs to 
their supporters, or slave-governors of the sultan who commanded fief holders 
in their provinces, were being replaced by local leaders who kept mercenary 
contingents to assert their claim  to political power.

Studies devoted to this period pay a lot of attention to the relationship 
between the rise of the sekbam , on the one hand, and the long wars that the 
Ottomans were engaged in against the Safavids and the Habsburgs in the late 
sixteenth century, as well as the spread of the use of firearms, on the other. 
These studies overlook the relationship between the monetary crisis of the 
1580s and the rise of the sekban  s. As argued elsewhere, the integration o f the 
different zones of the Ottoman economy into a single imperial zone played an 
important role in this monetary crisis. Moreover, the crisis was partially the 
result o f the overvalued §ahi, a regional Ottoman currency, and the profits that 
were being made from converting Spanish silver into §ahis in greater Syria ,130 
precisely the region where autonomous political structures making use o f the 
sekbam  posed the most serious threat to Ottoman central power around the 
turn of the seventeenth century.

Thus the sekbans were first and foremost products of an increasingly m on­
etized economy that affected the way in which political power was acquired 
and displayed. Local leaders like the Canpolads and Ibn M a'ns operated in a 
monetary economy and thus were able to hire mercenaries in their political 
struggle against the Ottoman center. The socioeconomic developments o f the 
sixteenth century enabled these leaders to use new methods in their politi­
cal struggles. They were not members of a new elite; to the contrary, they 
came from  established families of their respective regions. This fact has to 
be strongly emphasized, for the sociopolitical struggles of the late sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries did not take place between the old elite and the 
new one. Rather, parties on both sides included members of both old and new 
elites. W hereas Canpoladzade was a m em ber of the old ruling class, the man 
he hired to help him, Karayazici, represented the new. It is very difficult to 
identify Canpoladzade as a party to a political struggle between the old and 
the new, but he can be seen as a figure of opposition against absolutist designs 
that would give a free hand to the emperor in selecting whomever he wanted 
to rule a province; hence, my emphasis on the struggle between the absolutists 
and their opponents as the one that defined the period. In the aftermath of 
the sixteenth-century socioeconomic transformation, the Second Empire was 
already in place: the struggle was about who was going to control it.

130 Tezcan, “The O ttom an m onetary crisis,” 484—90.



Osman IFs intention o f recruiting an army of sekbans from Anatolia and 
the Arab lands of the empire likewise has to be evaluated within this politi­
cal framework. Rather than being seen as a reform  of the existing Ottoman 
army, this attempt may be seen along the same lines as the “rebellion” of 
Karayazici, who wanted to build a small kingdom for him self or at least 
become a respectable Ottoman governor. Using m ercenaries in the same way, 
Osman II was planning to employ sekbans to gain control o f the Second 
Empire. To assert the political authority he aspired to, he had to overcome the 
opposition of other loci of political power in the capital, the strongest one of 
which in the early seventeenth century was the Ottoman army.

Osman II’s prospective supporters in this enterprise were probably going 
to include m embers o f the old elite as well as the new. His grand viziers 
were all upstarts who owed their power to him, but the forces the sultan was 
hoping to have recourse to in the provinces included the army o f Fakhr al-Dîn 
M a 'n ,131 another one of those local leaders o f Syria who crossed the fine line 
between legitimate and illegitimate power quite a few times and who belonged 
to an established family representing the old elite. The sultan may well have 
been planning to use the legacy of the Canpolads, one of whose members, 
Canpoladzade M ustafa, was present at the imperial palace. M ustafa, whose 
father Hüseyin Pasha was executed by Cigalazade Sinan Pasha, had entered 
the palace when his uncle Ali Pasha was asking for a pardon in 1608. He was 
to becom e a very close companion (m usahib) of M urad IV in the 1620s, and he 
m ust have been close to Osman II as well because he was the secretary of the 
internal treasury at the time of his enthronem ent.132 Thus it is quite possible to 
imagine Osman II deriving some inspiration from a Canpolad, whose elders 
had rebelled against Ottoman rule.

Another indication that Osman II was interested in building alliances with 
local power holders and in hiring mercenaries from  greater Syria was his 
appointment of Dilaver Pasha as his grand vizier in late 1621. Osman II 
dismissed Hüseyin Pasha because of his military failure in the m idst of the siege 
of Khotin. The man who replaced him  in the grand vizierate, Dilaver Pasha, 
had been the governor-general o f the province of Diyarbekir. A lthough Dilaver 
Pasha had carried the title of vizier during his governorship, he had actually 
never sat in the imperial council before. Clearly, this was an extraordinary 
appointment in which a provincial governor was prom oted to the highest 
administrative position of the empire, jum ping over several ranks at once. 
W hat was distinctive about Dilaver Pasha was that he had been serving in the

131 Although there w ere rum ors suggesting that the pilgrim age cam paign intended to deal h im  a 
heavy blow, as discussed in C hapter 5, it actually  seem s that Ibn M a 'n  was about to becom e 
an ally o f O sm an II.

112 Rumi, 17ii 7y7î|, f. 6Kb; Topkapı Sarayı A rşivi, I). 73, f. lb ; C anpoladzade M ustafa’s occupa­
tion o f lh is  position suggested that lie w as highly trusted and could contact the sultan through 
the ch ief treasurer o f the internal treasury, who was usually a eunuch, relatively easily.



Diyarbekir area for quite a while and was able to generate a lot of cash .133 
Thus he was an Ottoman governor of the kind that Nasuh Pasha had been: an 
adm inistrator sent from the center but competent to establish local ties and use 
them  to empower himself.

In short, Osman II was on his way to becoming a “rebel sultan” who seemed 
to have derived the idea of employing sekbans from the political structures that 
developed in Syria in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries within 
the context of an economy in the process o f monetization. He was a party to a 
political struggle that took place within a new socioeconomic context. Osm an II 
was perceived to be turning into an Abü Sayfayn, who brought sekbans to 
Syria in the 1580s, or a Derviş Bey, the local governor who had hired 
Karayazici in the 1590s. But a sultan taking those actions would have pro­
duced quite different effects, in the sense that the stakes involved not the dis­
trict o f Safed or Ajlun, but the whole empire. And the sultan’s opponent was 
not another local governor who had just bought his administrative position. 
Osman II was facing the central establishment, the strongest com ponent of 
w hich had become the imperial army that developed into a center of political 
power in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Ottoman abso­
lutism was about to face its greatest challenge.

133 Rum i, [Ta’rîh], f. 33a.



C H A P T E R  5

The absolutist dispensation overturned
A regicide

During the morning o f Wednesday, M ay 18,1622, the royal pavilion was being 
loaded at the port o f Istanbul on a boat that was going to carry it over to Üsküdar 
across the Bosporus (see Fig. 1). The sultan was about to leave the capital for 
a pilgrimage to M ecca (see M ap 4 and Fig. 15). Soon after M uham m ad and 
his followers im m igrated to Yathrib (later to be known as M edina) in 622, 
pilgrimage to M ecca had become a central pillar of M uslim practice. Now a 
thousand years later, a young emperor, eager to renew his em pire by reshaping 
its institutions, was going to pay his respects to the Islamic tradition with 
a pilgrimage. In addition to being an occasion for the recruitm ent of a new 
mercenary army, the pilgrim age was going to strengthen Osman IFs credentials 
as a pious young man who was at the same time giving up the pleasures of 
a harem  in return for the moral rectitude offered by lawful w ives.1 Failing 
to achieve the charism a of a conqueror in Central Europe, Osman II was 
ready to settle for that of a pious pilgrim-sultan. Renewing the sultan’s hold 
on the empire required the kind of legitimacy sanctioned by the tradition. If 
there were no strong traditions of absolutism  that supported unlimited royal 
authority, Osman II was ready to invent one in his pilgrimage.

The same morning, the members o f the Ottoman central army corps gathered 
together in the central square o f the city and moved en masse, first to the 
residence o f the sultan’s tutor Ömer, and then to that o f the grand vizier 
Dilaver Pasha, seeking an audience with them to ask them  to convey their 
demands to Osman II, which included the cancellation o f the pilgrimage. The 
corps members did not find either one of them, and so a larger crowd gathered 
the next morning at the same square. This time they submitted their demands to 
influential members o f the lords o f the law who were going to convey them to 
the sultan. They were asking for the execution of some high-ranking imperial 
administrators who were deemed responsible for directing the emperor away 
from the course that an Ottoman em peror was supposed to follow. Later in 
the day, they entered the palace, and not being satisfied with the answer of 
the sultan, they found Prince Mustafa, the deposed uncle of Osman II, and

1 S i v  ( l i : i| i l i ' i  I ,  I .’ S.
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enthroned him. On Friday evening Osman was killed. Thus occurred the first 
regicide in Ottoman history. The absolutist dispensation was overturned.

This chapter examines the rebellion, which brought about the deposition 
and m urder o f Osman II, within the context o f the transformation o f  the 
Ottoman central army that took place in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. First, I establish a few significant details regarding the role o f the 
army corps members in the murder of Osman II. Then I show that in the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, in parallel with the developm ent of 
the Ottoman court into a new center o f power, the Ottoman army increasingly 
becam e political, offering serious resistance to the absolutist tendencies o f the 
court, especially when it came to making war. As a possible explanation for 
this development, I suggest that during this same period the Ottoman army 
came to include financial entrepreneurs, who were not interested in making 
war, and partisans of viziers, who were doing their best to secure the power 
of their patrons. The central army corps had thus assumed a political function 
around the turn of the seventeenth century that evolved around limiting the 
political authority of the Ottoman sultan.

The Shadow of God captured by his army

As pointed out in the last chapter, Osman II announced his intention of under­
taking a pilgrimage to M ecca as soon as he returned to Istanbul from Edirne 
in January 1622. Despite their claim to be the servants of the two holy cities 
o f Islam, M ecca and M edina, the Ottoman sultans had never perform ed the 
pilgrimage. The only Ottoman sultan to reach M ecca did so 300 years later; 
M ehm ed VI went there after he was deposed by the Grand National Assembly 
in 1922, but he left the city w ithout performing the pilgrimage rites.2

The fact that no reigning Ottoman sultan ever undertook the pilgrimage 
does not mean, o f course, that the Ottoman sultans did not care about this 
central M uslim  practice. M uslim  scholars argued that it was a more important 
obligation for the sultan to oversee his realm from his capital and be in control 
of political affairs than to perform the pilgrim age.3 The Ottoman sultans 
seemed to take their advice to heart. To compensate for their physical absence 
from  the holy places, they made every effort to make their symbolic presence 
felt in M ecca and M edina during the pilgrimage season as well as at other times 
of the year.4 They never felt comfortable enough, however, to leave the capital 
for a pilgrimage. Leaving the capital for a long journey without the central 
army would probably have been regarded as a security risk, and because of 
the large size of the army, it was impossible to provide the logistical support 
needed for a trip to Arabia.

2 See C hapter 4, 140; A lderson, O ttom an D ynasty, 126.
3 A nonym ous, G enctne-i 'adalet, f. 6b.
4 S eeS uraiyaF aroqh i, Pilgrim s a n d  Sultans: The lltijj um lcrllic  Otlomtiiis, 1517 l6N.i (I .omlon:

Tauris, 1994).



Yet Osman II was not planning to take his army with h im . According to Katib 
Çelebi, some 500 janissaries and around 1,000 sipahis, were to accompany the 
sultan, and the rest o f the army was to rem ain in Istanbul. Although we do not 
know who the soldiers accompanying the sultan on his pilgrim age were going 
to be, the fact that there was a graduation (çıkma) from the palace school just 
after Osman II returned to Istanbul in January 1622 suggests that the sultan 
could have been planning to take these new graduates, who would be expected 
to be more loyal.5

The aim  o f  the p ilgrim age cam paign

The rebellion o f the members of the central army corps was not related to their 
hostility toward the idea of a pilgrim -sultan per se. A  pious pilgrim-sultan 
probably was more o f a concern for the constitutionalists among the lords of 
the law, who would be wary o f a sultan who might get a chance to represent 
him self as closer to the divine than they were. Their sociopolitical power 
depended on their monopoly of the articulation of ju rists’ law that was the law 
of the land. A pilgrim -sultan could make a better pitch for discarding tradition 
in the articulation o f the law and pushing for a more rationalist epistemology 
that could potentially weaken the constitutionalist jurists. Osman II’s chief 
justice M ullah A li’s critique of some prophetic traditions on the basis of pure 
“reason and intelligence” demonstrated where such an agenda could possibly 
lead.6 Thus, the m embers of the army corps did not rebel because of the 
sultan’s departure for a pilgrimage; they were more worried about what the 
em peror might return with.

Contemporary sources and modern scholars share the widely held assump­
tion that the real aim  o f this “pilgrim age cam paign” was to recruit a new army. 
However, I was not able to find direct and conclusive evidence in the archival 
records to support this assumption. Yet there are two points that one needs to 
keep in mind in evaluating this absence of evidence. First, the obvious source 
for such a recruitm ent order, the M ühim m e  registers in which copies of orders 
sent to the provinces were kept, is wanting: volumes for the reign of Osman II 
are missing, with the exception of a register that partially covers the first year 
of his reign.7 In the absence o f these central records, I have tried to recon­
struct the orders sent to the provinces from provincial court records, some 
of which included copies of the orders sent from the center. Unfortunately, 
these provincial records are also incomplete, and my examination did not pro­
duce any conclusive results. Yet even if  all o f the contemporary registers were 
extant, I wonder whether one could ever find an order stipulating that a new 
army was to be recruited so that the current army could be crushed. After all,

5 Kalih  Ç eleb i ,  fe z le ke , vol. II, 10; IU)A, KK 257,  <>5 70.
6 T e /e a n ,  “ Dispi'lliiifj, tin- D a rk n e s s , " ' ) 0 ;  see  a lso  ( 'h ap l c ı  'I, I '?}) <1.
1 TIk- rc j' is le r in i |n es l ion  is HOA, M ü h im in e  S'.’, l i n a m i a l  records  re ferred  lo I he c a m p a ig n  as

( Ik * “ p i l j ’ i im a jH 1 c a m p a ig n IK  )A . k  k  I ( ) I I , I



if this plan really existed, it was surely meant to be a secret one and would 
not have been among the official orders that were recorded in the provincial 
courts.8

Among the available archival and narrative sources produced in 1622, 
one finds ample circumstantial evidence clearly supporting the widely held 
assumption about the real aim  o f Osman II’s campaign. Diplomatic dispatches 
constitute one such source. The French ambassador de Cesy, for instance, 
wrote two letters every two weeks, one to the king of France and the other to 
the French secretary of state. In these letters, he suggested that the real target 
o f the pilgrimage was Fakhr al-DIn Ibn M a'n, the D ruze emir who was practi­
cally controlling what is today roughly modern Lebanon. In the last dispatch 
he sent just four days before the rebellion started, de Cesy did not refer to any 
secret design for recruiting a new army. Yet in his dispatch of May 20, 1622, 
which in its postscript inform ed France of the murder of Osman II at the Seven 
Towers, de Cesy referred to O sm an’s recently disclosed design of recruiting 
a new army.9 Interestingly enough, that was also the way in which Roe, the 
English ambassador, presented the course of events. Only in the afterm ath of 
the rebellion did Roe refer to the plans of Osman II to recruit a new army, 
although, like de Cesy, he had earlier noted the discontent o f everyone with 
the pilgrim age.10

According to Roe, both the pilgrimage and the attack on Ibn M a'n  were just 
excuses to leave the capital. The grand vizier D ilaver Pasha was arranging for 
Osman II a force of 40,000 soldiers to be made up of 10,000 soldiers to be 
recruited from  around Damascus, another 10,000 from  the Kurds, and 20,000 
from  Ibn M a'n. The sultan was to stay in Damascus for a year and then return 
to Istanbul at the head of this new army. Although this story may well be true, 
Roe reported it only after the execution of Osman II. Thus Roe, like de Cesy, 
was not aware of any recruitm ent plans of the sultan before the uprising o f the 
army.

Consequently, the diplomatic dispatches do not conclusively establish what 
Osman II may have had in mind because the story may well have been fab­
ricated to legitimize the m urder of Osman II. O ttoman histories that ascribe 
the new army plan to the young sultan rely on another source, the chronicle 
of Hiiseyin Tugi. Tugi was a form er janissary who had retired after serving in 
the special solak  contingents that used to function as bodyguards of the sultan 
in m ilitary campaigns and other outings. The form  and contents o f Tugi’s

8 Kadi Sicilleri, Bursa, B-41, f. 166, no. 1297, recorded, fo r instance, an order dated to early 
F ebruary  1622, w hich stated that a certain  m uteferrika  nam ed M ehm ed was sent to Egypt lor 
an im portant affair and asked the local authorities to m ake sure that he and his men would have 
horses ready to change at appropriate locations. It is not clear, however, what the “ im portant 
affair” was about.

9 See BnF, fr. 16149, f. 321a; fr. 16150, f. 120, 124.
10 Sir Thom as Roe, The N egotiations o f  S ir Thomas Roc in His Km bassv to the O ttom an Porte 

(London, 1740), 4 2 -5 , 5 0 - 1.



chronicle, the variants in its later “editions,” and his very pen name, Tugi, 
which refers to a flag attached to a stick that storytellers used to post in a spot 
to delineate their space in a public square, suggest that he had become a sto­
ryteller in the janissary corps and perform ed his “chronicle” live to janissaries 
and others soon after the deposition and murder of Osman II .11 Tugi claimed 
that a halberdier o f the Old Palace called Eski Yusuf was sent to Aleppo to 
prepare for the provisioning of the pilgrim age campaign. Yet the rumors that 
circulated in the capital painted another picture of his real duty: they claimed 
that he was sent to recruit new soldiers from among the peasants and the 
nom ads.12

It is actually possible to identify an individual who fit the description of this 
Eski Yusuf. In Decem ber 1621, while Osm an II was still in Edirne, a halberdier 
of the Old Palace called Yusuf was prom oted to the central cavalry troops as a 
reward for his services as the voyvoda  (revenue collector) o f Yeni İl, alongside 
two other halberdiers who had been em ployed with Yusuf in collecting the 
revenues of Yeni İl and the “Turkomans o f A leppo,” two districts primarily 
defined by the tax revenues they provided, as will be explained shortly. The 
three colleagues received a salary increase o f 5 akçes per day four days after 
their promotion to the cavalry troops, and Yusuf seemed to have been made 
a çavuş with a large fief as well. W hen the sultan returned to the capital in 
January 1622, Yusuf received another salary increase of 5 akçes per day.13

This archival evidence indicated that Yusuf was a trusted man in court cir­
cles; as the revenue collector of Yeni İl, he was actually serving the sultan 
personally. Yeni İl, literally the “new province,” was an administrative district 
created during the reign of Süleyman by putting together a num ber o f villages 
as well as winter and summer pastures used by nomads around Sivas. It did 
not seem to have its own governor, as no such district was listed under the 
administrative divisions of the province o f Rum. The revenues o f this district 
were earmarked for the endowment of a foundation established by Mihrimah 
Sultan, the daughter o f Süleyman and the wife of Rüstem  Pasha, his grand 
vizier. This foundation was used to construct a complex of public buildings, 
including a mosque, college of law, school, soup kitchen, and hotel, in Üsküdar. 
Later the district was attached to the endowment of Nurbanu Sultan, the wife 
of M ihrim ah’s brother Selim II and the m other of Murad III. Nurbanu Sultan 
established a sim ilar foundation in Ü sküdar.14 In addition to financing these

11 Tezcan, “T he history o f  a ‘prim ary sou rce ,’” 4 2 -7 ; see also P iterberg, A n  O ttom an Tragedy, 
71 -90 .

12 See, for instance, Hüseyin Tugi, \H iktıyet-i Sultân ‘Osm ân Hân], İzzettin  Koyunoğlu 
Kütüphanesi (Konya) 13316, f. 4a.

13 BOA, KK 257, 60, 62.
14 See A kgündüz, O sm anh Kaınınııâım 'leri, vol. VI, 288-95 ; vol. VIII, pp. 44 3 -5 7 ; C ahid 

Ballacı, XV. XVI. Asırlarda Osmanh Medreseleri: Teşkilat Tarih (Istanbul, 1976),  3 0 4 - 6 ,  
470 ;  Hüseyin Ayvansarayi, Hadikatii 'I -revanı i\  a l .  | wi ıh additions ] Ali Sal i, 2 vols. (İstanbul, 
128 I ), vol. II, I K2 1, I 7; Ayıı Ali, Kavdnin i dİ i ‘()smaıı tier hulasa ı mezâmin-i defter-i 
dîvân (I s tanbul,  12X0), V



foundations, the revenues o f Yeni İl were also funneled into the inner private 
treasury of the sultan, which had a separate register that distinguished it from 
the outer public treasury that was under the supervision of the defterdar, or the 
m inister o f finance. An undated document noting the revenues that entered 
the private treasury of the sultan in the early 1620s recorded 2,000,000 akçem 
(ca. £ 6,250 at the time) for the year 1029/1619-20, which it described as the 
surplus o f the revenues o f Nurbanu Sultan’s endowm ent from Yeni İl.15 The 
man who collected this money or who oversaw its collection was m ost probably 
Yusuf, the halberdier. The entry “Turkomans of A leppo,” with w hich Yusuf and 
his halberdier colleagues were associated in another archival record, was a sim ­
ilar source of revenue. It was collected from  the areas occupied by nomads in 
the province of Aleppo and was earmarked for the private treasury of the sultan. 
At some time during the second reign of M ustafa I (1622-3), 2,143,893 akçem 
(ca. £ 6,700) entered the coffers of the inner private treasury from  the “Turko­
mans o f A leppo” for the years 1029-30/1619-21. The collectors whose names 
were recorded in the entry were a certain M urad Agha and Yusuf the halberdier, 
the latter o f whom was also identified with the epithet of haji, or pilgrim, 
suggesting that Yusuf the halberdier may have perform ed the pilgrim age in 
1622.16

Yusuf seemed to be the perfect man for a top secret royal assignment. The 
inner private treasury (hazine-i enderun) of the sultan was separate from  the 
outer treasury and functioned as his private purse. In contrast to tax collectors 
who worked for the finance department, collectors o f revenues (voyvodam) 
from  the imperial demesne, such as Yeni İl and the “Turkomans of A leppo,” 
served the sultan or his immediate family. A contemporary source confirmed 
that Yusuf was trusted in court circles by stating that he was a protégé o f the 
chief black eunuch.17 Had the reign of Osman II been longer, Yusuf might 
well have followed in the footsteps of Nasuh Pasha, who started his career 
as a halberdier, served the queen mother Safiye Sultan as her voyvoda  in the 
lands that were assigned to her for her endowment, and became grand vizier 
after recruiting a private army for him self.18 Thus, Yusuf could well have been 
chosen to recruit soldiers for a new army. He was a man trusted by the court 
and experienced in dealing both with money and with nomads, an obvious 
source for army recruitment. However, his official assignm ent -  to supply 
provisions in the province o f Aleppo -  could also have been taken as a cover 
for a secret mission to recruit a new army by people interested in creating such 
a rumor. Unfortunately, I have not come across any docum ent that would help 
clarify which of the two possibilities was the case.

However, there is another clue in the narrative sources that lends support 
to the new army hypothesis. As mentioned earlier, Roe asserted, after the

15 Topkapı Sarayı Arşivi, D. 7823; for the conversion o f  the akçe  ligure into pounds, sec
C hapter 1, n. 66.

16 Topkapı Sarayı A rşivi, E. 7735/3. u  A}-;i IX-do, 'Hı’rtlı m im e. I'. 24a l>.
18 Sec C hapter 4, I4X l).



uprising had already started, that Osman II had been planning to use the 
forces of Ibn M a'n, the Druze ruler o f Lebanon, in his new army. Fakhr al-DIn 
belonged to a family whose history went back at least to the end of the fifteenth 
century.19 His relationship with the Ottoman capital had its ups and downs, 
which necessitated his flight to the M edicis in Tuscany from 1613 to 1618 for 
refuge.20 During the reign of Osman II, he did not create any problems for 
the Ottoman central government apart from  continuing his struggle for power 
against Ibn Sayfa, a local magnate in Tripoli. In fact Ibn M a'n  seemed to be 
on good terms with officials in the Ottoman capital, where he sent part o f his 
local revenues accom panied by appropriate amounts of money to be presented 
as gifts for people in power.21

Apparently Osman II was planning to m eet Ibn M a'n, as indicated by the 
fact that the grand admiral Halil Pasha, who had left the capital on the orders 
o f the sultan right around the time o f the uprising, arrived in Sayda in the 
summer of 1622 with soldiers on board.22 The Ottoman navy usually cruised 
the M editerranean in search of Spanish ships or corsairs and would not have 
been sent to the Levantine coast, especially with soldiers, unless military 
activity was planned there. The question is whether this activity was aimed at 
crushing the forces o f Ibn M a'n  or joining with them in an alliance.

The way the contemporary author al-Khalidl, who must have been very close 
to Ibn M a'n ,23 described Halil Pasha’s arrival and stay at the ports o f Sayda 
and Beirut did not suggest any tensions. Halil Pasha met Ali Ibn M a'n and 
Husayn Ibn M a'n, the sons of Fakhr al-DTn, in Sayda and Beirut, respectively. 
The latter meeting m ust have been rather interesting as Husayn was less than 
a year old. A l-K halidl stated that despite his age, Husayn neither cried nor 
peed in his pants. Halil Pasha apparently bestowed on him  a robe of honor and 
wrote a petition to the capital asking for his appointment to the governorship 
of Ajlun; this request, supplemented by an appropriate monetary gift, was 
eventually honored in Istanbul.24

Thus one gets the impression that Halil Pasha’s visit to Lebanon was a 
friendly one. Halil Pasha happened to be the right person to approach local 
rulers whose loyalties were uncertain. He had been the general o f the janissary 
corps during M urad Pasha’s cam paign against Ibn M a 'n ’s form er ally Canpo- 
ladzade Ali in 1607. After Canpoladzade surrendered, Halil Pasha used his 
good offices to spare the life of Canpoladzade’s treasurer, Abaza M ehmed,

19 See Salibi, “ House o f  M a 'n .”
20 P. Paolo C arali, Fakhr ad-D in II, princ ipe  del L ibano, e la corte d i Toscana, ¡605-1635 ,

2 vols. (Rom e: R ealc A ccadem ia d ’Italia, 1936-8), vol. II, 121-3; GhazzT, L u tf al-sam ar, 
vol. 11, 612 -27 ; Kamal Salihi, “ Fakhr al-D in ,” Encyclopaedia o f  Islam, N ew  Edition, vol. II, 
749 5 1.

21 See, for instance, A hm ad al Khalidi, Ijibnan  J) 'ahtt al-am ir Fakhr at-DTn a l-M a 'm  al-thdnl: 
wa-liuwa kitab l a ’n k h  al Am ir Fakhr al P in  a l M a 'm , eds. Asad Rustum  and Fu’ad BustanI 
(Beynil: M anshurat al .lam i'a al l.ubnaniyya, I9(>9), S7, 89.

”  Ibid., 109; anonym ous, < Ur.wu'nnc, I .’ 19
’’ Kha l id i,  l a >//</;, HI') 10; Muhibhi,  Khulasal, vol I , . » ) /  X
M Kha lid i ,  Ta'nkh, I 10, I I . ’, 11/



who later becam e an Ottoman governor and led a rebellion in the aftermath 
of the m urder of Osman II, seeking justice for the murdered sultan. Moreover, 
it was also Halil Pasha who saved the steward o f Ibn M a n  from  the Seven 
Towers in 1022/1613-14, at a time when the M a‘n family was not doing par­
ticularly w ell.25 Thus Ibn M a'n would have felt comfortable with Halil Pasha, 
and Osman II would have liked to ally him self with Ibn M a'n, who might 
have been recommended to him  by Abaza M ehm ed Pasha, his trusted gov­
ernor, or Canpoladzade M ustafa, his secretary o f the internal treasury at the 
palace.

There is also evidence suggesting that Osman II was trying to create a secure 
zone for him self in Egypt and the Levant, an attem pt that could be interpreted 
as yet another indication of the new army design. W hile orders were being sent 
to Egypt, the Hejaz, and Syria to prepare the logistics for the trip, Osman II 
appointed his most trusted men to administrative positions in those areas. 
His chief gardener M ehm ed received the governorship of Egypt w ith the 
rank of vizier. His chief falconer M urtaza had already been appointed to the 
governorship of Damascus, and his brother-in-law Hafiz Ahmed Pasha, who 
had been a close companion (musahib) of Osman II’s father Ahm ed I, held the 
governorship of Diyarbekir. The governorship of Aleppo was most probably 
held by A baza M ehmed Pasha, the former treasurer of Canpoladzade Ali and 
a protégé of Halil Pasha.26 Moreover, when the uprising started in Istanbul, 
Hafiz Ahm ed Pasha was in the vicinity of the capital. He was apparently 
scheduled to meet Osman II and then accompany him  during his campaign. 
Later on Ahmed Pasha corresponded with Abaza M ehmed Pasha, exploring 
possibilities for a concerted provincial move against the capital to avenge the 
regicide.27

Finally, some of the contemporary sources suggested that Osman II was 
planning to move the capital of the empire to the Levant.28 Although this 
idea may not sound plausible, because having a Levantine capital would make 
the Balkans too vulnerable to eastern European powers, the sultan may have 
planned to stay in the Levant until he could put together an army strong enough 
to return to Istanbul and confront the central O ttom an army.

All o f the circumstantial evidence presented in this section supports the 
scheme o f recruiting a new army better than it does that of a simple pilgrimage

25 Ibid., 31.
26 K araçelebizade, R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr, 545; Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, vol. II, 8, 10; BOA, KK 257, 58. 

63, 84, 86, 88; A bdülkadir, Tarih, vol. II, 757; K hàlidï, T a’rikh, 111; GhazzT, L u tf a l-sa m m , 
vol. I, 202; A. M ingana, “L ist o f  the Turkish governors and high judges o f  A leppo from  tin- 
O ttom an conquest to A.D . 1747,” Bulletin o f  the John R ylands Library  10(1926): 51 5 -2 3 , al 
518.

27 B ostanzade Yahya, [Vak’a-i Sultân ‘Osmân H ân\, Topkapı Sarayı K ütüphanesi, Revan 1305, 
f. 34a [for a m odern Turkish edition o f this work, see “II. Sultan O sm an’ın ^ehadeti," tr. Orhan 
Şaik Gökyay, in A tsız A rm ağanı, ed. Erol G üngör et al. (İstanbul: Ö liiken, 1976), 187 256 |; 
K araçelebizade, R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr, 549-50 ; Peçevi, Ta'rîh, vol. II, 391.

28 See, for instance, Peçevi, l 'tt’rîh, vol. Il, 380.



or an attack against Ibn M an . Thus the rumors circulating in the capital right 
around the time o f the rebellion that the sultan was planning to crush his own 
army seem to have had a sound basis.

The uprising

On May 9 ,1622, Roe, the English am bassador in Istanbul, wrote the following 
in a letter home: “The em perour [is] persisting stiffly in his purpose to visit! 
M echa (as penance I thinke for his late shamefull retreat) contrary to the 
councell and instance of all his viziers and capteynes, and even to the hazard 
o f a generall revolt.”29

The French am bassador de Cesy also recorded serious signs of resentment. 
On April 17, for instance, de Cesy inform ed Paris that the “men o f law, who 
have an unbelievable authority here and all over the em pire,” had urged the 
sultan on the previous day that he should give up his trip to M ecca.30 The jurists 
were not alone in their opposition; they were joined by the members o f the 
military corps. After abolishing the retirem ent benefits o f high-ranking jurists 
on the eve o f his campaign against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
Osman II was now intending to do the same to the central army by removing 
janissaries and cavalry soldiers who were exempt from  cam paign duty from 
the payroll registers.31

W hile the atmosphere was becom ing increasingly tense, Osman II was 
growing more adam ant than ever. The preparations for the trip were contin­
uing despite the protests that a contem porary Ottoman observer found too 
inappropriate to m ention.32 On M ay 15, 1622, de Cesy claim ed that even the 
closest advisers of the sultan -  the grand vizier, the mufti, his preceptor, and his 
chief black eunuch -  were now trying to dissuade him from  the trip, reminding 
him  of the opposition both of the lords o f the law and the central army corps. 
M oreover the peace treaty with the Commonwealth o f Lithuania and Poland 
was not signed yet, and the Cossacks continued to pose a threat to the Black 
Sea coast. According to De Cesy, Osm an II stated that “even if  the king of 
Poland were at the gates of Constantinople with an army and the Cossacks had 
taken Galata, he would not postpone the journey he has embarked upon for a 
day.” Apparently the sultan also received letters alerting him  that if he were to 
leave the capital despite these rem onstrances, his uncle or his younger brother 
was to be enthroned in his place. In response, Osman II apparently decided to 
take them along on his pilgrimage cam paign.33

W hat seemed to trigger the opposition forces to move was the sultan’s 
reported decision to take the imperial treasury with him  during the pilgrimage 
campaign. One cannot verify this decision independently, as evidence for it

29 NA, Sl><)7/X, r. 157A;i; Roe. Negotiations. <1; see also S l’ W X , I'. 154.
1,1 IJnli, IV. 1(1150, I. llX a. " Itnl-, IV. IM I9, I. !.> hi; Tiir.i, | U ik th r  l |, IV. 7h Xa.
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only appears retrospectively after the uprising already took place, yet it fit well 
with the sultan’s designs to recruit a new army. Apparently the lords o f the 
law and the central army corps submitted another plea to dissuade the sultan 
from his trip after they found out that the treasury was to leave the capital, yet 
it was of no avail.34 Osman II seemed to think that he could do whatever he 
wanted, no m atter what the lords of the law were telling him.

According to a unique manuscript, which is the only copy o f a slightly m od­
ified version of the first recension of Tugi’s chronicle, on Tuesday, M ay 17, 
1622, the mufti E s’ad, who had recently become the father-in-law o f Osman II, 
sent a note to the generals o f the six divisions that made up the central cavalry 
troops. Apparently this note informed them  that once the sultan had crossed 
over to A natolia for his pilgrimage campaign, they would no longer receive 
salaries as he was taking the treasury with him. Moreover, E s’ad allegedly 
advised the cavalry troops to stop the sultan, who was following the advice of 
hypocrites, while they could still do so. It was this note that moved the cavalry 
soldiers to go to the barracks of the janissaries the next morning to persuade 
them  to undertake a jo in t action.35 Another contemporary source claim ed that 
the kapı ağası, or the superintendent of the palace, sent a note to the soldiers 
on the morning of Wednesday, May 18, informing them  of the plan to recruit a 
new army and to move the capital.36 A later source mentioned a similar note, 
but did not ascribe it to any individual. According to this later source, the 
note that the soldiers received stated that, among other things, Osman II was 
also planning to burn the house of records (defterhane), which would have 
meant the abolition of all salaries, fiefs, and privileges.37 These unverifiable 
stories may well have been fabricated in the aftermath of the rebellion to legit­
imize it retrospectively, but their substance fits with the scheme of things that 
Osman II was thinking about.

M any janissaries and cavalry soldiers met on the morning of Wednesday, 
M ay 18, 1622, the day on which the imperial pavilion was to be transported to 
Üsküdar, the starting point o f campaigns in Asia. According to Tugi, they met al 
the Et Meydanı, literally the M eat Square, of the New Barracks around Aksaray 
(see Fig. 16).38 Then they passed through the neighborhood of Karaman and 
walked toward the Square of Horses (At M eydanı), located on the site o f the

34 BnF, fr. 16149, f. 365.
35 O sm an bin D erviş and H üseyin Tugi, [no title], U niversiteitsbibliotheek Leiden, or. 9 17, 

f. 78.
36 A nonym ous, [Fasl],D â ral-ku tubal-qaw m iyya(C airo), 2 1 2 M. Ta’r îk h Turk!, vol. II, appendix 

(ff. 237b-247b), at 238b-239a. T his short text, w hich did no t have a title and was appended 
to  the end o f  a m anuscript copy o f  R um i’s N u h b e tü ’t-tevârîh, seem ed to constitute a  pari o f ;i 
longer work; hence, my title choice, fa sl.

37 H ibri, D efter, f. 10b.
38 For these barracks and their location, see İsmail H akkı U/.uııçarşılı, O smanlı D evlen  

Teşkilâtından K apukulu O cakları, 2 vols. (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1943 4), vol. 1, 
238, 241, 247-9 .
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ancient hippodrom e.39 Along the way, they were joined by some low-ranking 
members o f the ulema. A Capuchin preacher who was in Istanbul at the time 
suggested that some 8,000 soldiers were gathered there.40

According to Tugi, at this point some soldiers were sent to the mufti to secure 
a legal opinion that would support their grievances. These soldiers apparently 
got the response they wanted from E s’ad, who was supposed to have stated that 
the appropriate punishment for those advisers of the sultan who had instigated 
his pilgrim age campaign was execution. Although this part o f the story is 
difficult to verify because there is no record of a legal opinion to this effect, it 
would be hard for Tugi to have fabricated it because E s’ad was well and alive 
when Tugi’s narrative was being circulated in the city and could have easily 
contradicted it. Another significant point to note about the soldiers’ dem and of 
a legal opinion from the grand mufti was their awareness of the power o f the 
law. Instead o f addressing the royal authority directly with their grievances, 
they first gathered legal support for their cause. They knew very well that 
ju rists’ law was the most appropriate formal mechanism to challenge royal 
authority. According to a contemporary chronicler, an experienced m em ber of 
the military corps said that, without the help of the jurists in articulating their 
grievances in accordance with the law, they could not have put their affairs in 
order.41

After arriving at A t M eydam, the crowd went to the residences o f the 
grand vizier Dilaver Pasha and the sultan’s tutor Ómer, asking them to act as 
intermediaries to cancel the pilgrimage campaign and to secure the execution 
o f Siileyman Agha, the incum bent chief black eunuch. They first went to see 
Ômer, who, upon seeing the crowd, left his residence in haste. The soldiers 
entered it by force and pillaged the place. They then went to the palace 
of Dilaver Pasha where Dilaver Pasha’s men apparently attacked them with 
arrows.42 Although the crowd consisted of soldiers, no one was armed, as the 
O ttom an soldiers did not usually carry arms, which were kept by the armorers 
in peacetim e.43 Accordingly the crowd moved toward the “Cavalry Bazaar 
(,sipahiler çarçusi)” where one could buy arms. The shopkeepers, afraid of 
pillage, dissuaded the crowd from  entering the market area. The persuasive 
power of the shopkeepers is very important to note, as it reflected the close 
relationship between the urban middle class and the members of the army

39 A t M eydam , the site o f the B yzantine hippodrom e, is called  Sultanahm et Square today. 
K aram an was apparently an A rm enian  neighborhood that m ust have been in the vicinity o f 
A ksaray; see Antoine G alland’s note in his translation o f  T ug i’s chronicle (BnF, turc 227), 
La m ort du sultan Osman, ou le rétablissem ent de M ustapha  su r le throsne, traduit d ’un 
m anuscrit turc , de la B iblio thèque du R oy  (Paris, 1678), 28.

40 Pacifique de Provin, Lettre du pere Pacifique de Provin, pred ica teur capucin, estant présent à 
C onstantinople, enuoyee au R. P. Ioseph le Clerc, P redicateur du m esm e ordre, & dejjiniteur 
de leur Prouince de Tours, sur Vestrange m ort du grand  Turc, Em pereur de C onstantinople  
(Paris: F rançois Hvby, 1622), 8.

41 A nonym ous, [Fasl], f. 239a. 42 Peçevi, Ta'rîh, vol. II, 382, did nol refer lo (he arrow allack.
43 U zunçarçili, K apukulu , vol. I, 366.



corps, which I elaborate upon in the next chapter. As evening was approaching, 
the crowd dispersed. A nother important point to note is that on the first day of 
the rebellion, the soldiers demanded the execution of only one man, Süleyman 
Agha.44

Osman II, having heard of the events going on in the city, apparently asked 
some of the lords o f the law to come to the palace that evening. Bostanzade 
Yahya, a mem ber o f the mevali himself, suggested that the sultan was holding 
the lords of the law responsible for instigating the events and was using a 
threatening tone toward them.45 Although Osman II m ight well have threatened 
the lords of the law, the fact that he dism issed the grand vizier Dilaver Pasha and 
appointed Hüseyin Pasha in his stead suggests that he was ready to negotiate.46 
Moreover, the earliest recension of Tugi’s chronicle suggested that Osman II 
decided to cancel the pilgrimage that evening. This very im portant concession 
to the soldiers was edited out o f the later revisions of Tugi’s work.47

On the morning of Thursday, M ay 19, 1622, the crowd that met at the Et 
Meydanı was much larger and was now armed. They went first to the Mosque 
of M ehmed II where they prayed. Then they moved to the M osque of Sultan 
Ahmed at the A t Meydanı, where they were joined by members o f the ulema 
(see Map 5). W hereas Tugi, the retired janissary, presented the arrival of the 
ulem a as a voluntary affair, Bostanzade claim ed that small groups of soldiers 
went to their residences and forced them  to come to the A t M eydan ı48 Although 
it is quite plausible that members of the army corps used force to bring about 
the participation of jurists in their cause, it is nevertheless very important to 
note that they really seemed to care to legitimize their act o f protest. This is 
a clear indication that legalism, if not constitutionalism, was a concern shared 
by the members of the central army corps just as much as it was shared by 
some of the jurists.

At the A t M eydanı, the soldiers presented a petition to the grand mufti 
E s’ad to be conveyed to Osman II. According to Tugi, the soldiers were 
asking for the execution of six men: Öm er Efendi, the m entor of the sultan; 
Süleyman Agha, the chief black eunuch; Dilaver Pasha, the (former) grand 
vizier; Ahmed Pasha, who had been the deputy grand vizier in Istanbul during 
the military cam paign against Poland in 1621; Baki Pasha, the minister of 
finance; and Nasuh Agha, a janissary officer. Ömer and Süleym an Agha were 
held responsible for instigating the pilgrim age campaign. Dilaver Pasha was 
apparently added to the list because his men had attacked the crowd with 
arrows the previous day. Baki Pasha was accused of using alloyed and clipped

44 T u g i ,\Hikûwt\, IT. 2b~3a; com pare B n F ,  fr. 3794, f. 16b.
45 Bostan/.ade, \ Vak'a\, I'. 12a.
46 A lth o u g h  mosl of Ihc sources presented 1 liiseyin P ash a ’s appo intm ent to the g rand  v iz ie ra te  

in the  a f l e m ia lh  o f  Ihc execu t ion  o f  I ) i lave r  P a sha  la ler on T hursday ,  he m u s t  have  b een  g iven  
lliis posit ion on  W ed n esd ay  even ing  as  Po s lan / .ad e  presen ted  H üsey in  P asha  as grand  v iz ie r
on  T h u r s d a y  m o rn ing ;  \Vak'a\, I. 17a.

-l/ Te/.ean, " S e a rc h in g  foı ( İs ınan,” .’K I. Is T u g i , \llik<ivrl\, I. /a; lios lan / .ade ,  | Vak ’a |, 1. 13a.



M a p  5. A sketch showing Ihc local ions o f Ihc ( »Inman Impel ial Palace, ihc Ayasol'y:i, anil



coinage in salary payments. Ahmed Pasha was blam ed for not paying the 
salaries of retired janissaries in 1621. Nasuh Agha, whom the janissaries had 
refused to accept as an officer in the past, was held responsible for allying 
him self with Ahmed Pasha to persuade the sultan to cut the salaries of retired 
janissaries.49

Bostanzade presented a slightly different list of men who were the targets 
o f the soldiers. In addition to Omer Efendi, Suleyman Agha, Dilaver Pasha, 
and Baki Pasha, he wrote that the soldiers were aiming at Ali Efendi and Musa 
Efendi, the chief justices of the European, and Asian and African provinces, 
respectively, and A bdullah Efendi, the judge of Istanbul, who was the son of 
Omer.50 These latter three men may have been the target of the constitution­
alists among the ulema, as all three were much more closely connected to the 
court and its absolutist policies than they were to the mevali.

Apparently Huseyin Pasha, the new grand vizier, sent a letter to the Mosque 
of Sultan Ahmed, inviting the higher ranking members of the ulem a to the 
palace. The lords o f the law and the viziers met at the hospital building within 
the palace compounds. M eanwhile two respected preachers were sent to the 
soldiers to quiet them  down. Yet the crowd was getting restless, and the soldiers 
started to move toward the palace.51 Because the soldiers were afraid that the 
gardener corps (bostancis) at the palace might be armed and thus ready to offer 
resistance, one clim bed up one o f the minarets of the Ayasofya. W hen he saw 
no one around, the soldiers decided to move on. Tugi claim ed that the gate of 
the palace was open. Yet Pacifique de Provin’s account suggested that some 
janissaries climbed the walls and opened the door for the others. W hen they 
entered the first courtyard of the palace, w hich must have been around noon, 
the viziers and the mevali were still discussing their options. The unarmed 
people in the crowd, that is the cadets, the armorers, the artillerymen, and the 
civilians who jo ined them, helped themselves to the firewood in front of the 
armory.52 A fter the viziers and the mevali had performed the noon prayer, they 
were received by Osman II. W hile they were discussing how to respond to 
the demands of the soldiers, the crowd moved from the first courtyard of the 
palace to the second one where the m eetings of the imperial council used to 
be held.

It is at this point in his narrative that Tugi, the ultimate O ttom an source for 
the events o f this uprising, skipped a very important detail that changed the 
overall interpretation of the events that followed. According to Bostanzade, 
while the crowd was in the second courtyard of the palace, the grand vizier 
Huseyin Pasha brought an imperial rescript of Osman II and read it aloud. The 
sultan was announcing that Dilaver Pasha was to be arrested, and m ost of the

|,) T u g i, \ llikti\’cl\, li. 7b Ka.
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other persons targeted by the soldiers were to be dismissed and exiled from 
the capital. However, Osman II was not giving over Süleyman Agha, his chief 
black eunuch. The crowd was not satisfied and attacked the grand vizier, who 
could only escape thanks to the help of a sheik. This was a significant attempt 
at a com prom ise on the part of the sultan. Yet Tugi did not relate this important 
episode in his narrative, presenting Osman II as unresponsive to the demands 
of the crowd until the last m om ent.53

W hile consultations were going on around the sultan, who was still reluctant 
to sacrifice Süleyman Agha, the crowd entered the third courtyard and report­
edly started shouting, “ [In accordance] with the law {şer’ ile) we want Sultan 
M ustafa!”54 An anonymous source explained the reasoning of the rebels in 
asking for the enthronement of Mustafa:

F ro m  now  on , S u ltan  O sm an  K h an  b e in g  an  e m p e ro r fo r  u s is  th o u sa n d  s ta g es aw ay  from  
th e  fro n tie rs  o f  a  possib ility . H ad  h e  been  o u r re m ed y -p ro v id in g  em peror, h e  w o u ld  co m e  
o u t, sit on  th e  th ro n e  o f  ex a lted  fo rtu n e , an d  in ten d  p ay in g  a tten tio n  to  o u r s itu a tio n  in 
a cco rd an ce  w ith  th e  an c ien t and  c u s to m a ry  p ra c tic e .55

Thus this source presented the members of the military corps who were asking 
for the enthronem ent of M ustafa as a group making a legitimate case for a new 
sultan.

Upon learning of M ustafa’s whereabouts from a member of the palace 
staff, some soldiers apparently climbed to the roof o f the harem, opened a 
hole, descended to M ustafa’s room, and pulled him  up to the roof with ropes. 
A contemporary English account of these events referred to the men who 
descended to M ustafa’s room  as “these new Electors,” once again emphasizing 
the politically powerful role that the members o f the military corps were 
assuming for themselves.56 At this point Dilaver Pasha, who had taken refuge 
in the convent of Sheik M ahm ud in Üsküdar, was brought to the palace. Upon 
hearing the news of M ustafa’s deliverance, Osman II finally gave up on saving 
his chief black eunuch. Both Dilaver Pasha and Süleyman Agha were handed 
over to the crowd and thus killed instantly. Earlier rebellions, some of which 
are described in the second half of this chapter, used to end at this point, as 
soldiers had never gone any farther after receiving the heads that they wanted.

This time, however, killing the two most powerful men in the imperial 
administration did not satisfy the soldiers. The lords of the law tried to persuade 
the soldiers to disperse now that their demands had been met. But the crowd 
had found a new sultan, M ustafa I, and asked the lords of the law to take an 
oath of allegiance to him. Although the jurists who were present resisted for a 
while, they finally recognized M ustafa I as the new sultan because the soldiers

53 Tugi, [H ikâyet], ff. 9b -10a; B ostanzade, ]Vak’a\, f. 23; anonym ous \Fasl[, f. 242a.
54 Tugi, [Hikâyet], f. 10a. 55 A nonym ous, [Fasl], f. 241a.
56 A nonym ous, A true and  fa ith fu ll relation, presented  to H is M aiestie anti the I ’rinee, o f  what

hath lately happened in Constantinople, concerning the death o f  Sultan Osnitin, anti tlie
setting up o f  M ustafa his m u le  (London: liarlliolom i'w  D ow nes, 1022), I. Ii( I )h.



were threatening to use force.57 The only one who did not yield to threats was 
E s’ad, the grand mufti, whose refusal to take an oath o f allegiance to M ustafa 
cost him his position.58

This very m om ent is quite telling in reflecting the different interests held 
by the jurists and the army corps members. As noted by Cemal Kafadar, 
the coalitions between these two groups had nothing to do with “a common 
ideological com m itm ent.”59 M ost of the jurists, despite their opposition to 
Osman II, were satisfied once he gave up his pilgrimage campaign and sac­
rificed his chief black eunuch Siileyman Agha and his grand vizier Dilaver 
Pasha. The aim o f their protests was to weaken the power centered at the court, 
and that aim was achieved. For the m embers o f the army corps, however, the 
continuing rule of Osman II could bring back ideas about deleting soldiers’ 
names from payroll registers or recruiting a new army, which would be detri­
mental to them. M ustafa I was going to be their guarantee that no such things 
were ever going to happen.

Even though the lords of the law had sworn an oath of allegiance to Mustafa I, 
the situation was still unclear. Instead o f occupying the imperial palace and 
ousting Osman II, the soldiers put their new sultan M ustafa I into a cart and 
carried him to the Old Palace.60 The general of the janissaries Ali Agha, whom 
M ustafa I confirmed in his position upon the recommendation o f the soldiers, 
had declined M ustafa I ’s invitation for a royal audience. He was not going to 
take sides until it becam e clear who was to be sultan. Osman II was slill in 
the imperial palace, and he still had some viziers and some lords of Ihe law 
around him. After weighing different options that included leaving the capital 
and joining the governor of Diyarbekir, Hafiz Ahmed Pasha, who was around 
M altepe, today an Asian suburb o f Istanbul, Osman II decided to stay in his 
capital. He was hoping to draw at least some of the janissaries to his side.61

Late in the afternoon, the soldiers heard rumors that Osman II was planning 
to attack the Old Palace with his gardeners and kill M ustafa. Therefore they 
went to the Old Palace, put M ustafa and his mother, who m ust have been 
residing at the Old Palace during the reigns of Ahmed I and Osman II, into 
a cart, and carried them to the m osque of the janissary barracks, the Orta 
M osque.62 Thus there were two sultans in the city: one in the palace and the 
other at a mosque under the protection o f the janissaries.

57 Tugi, [Hikâyet], ff. 10a-12a. 58 A nonym ous, [Fasl], f. 242b; H ibri, D efter, f. 12a.
59 Kafadar, “Yeniçeri -  e sn a f  relations,” 90.
60 T he O ld Palace was the first O ttom an royal residence in Istanbul. A fter the construction 

o f  the New Palace la ter in the reign o f  M ehraed  II, the Old Palace con tinued to host the 
fem ale m em bers o f  the royal family. D uring  the reign o f  Siileym an the M agnificent the O ld 
Palace lost ils im portance as the royal fam ily gradually  m oved to the N ew  Palace, and part 
o f  the Old Palace grounds was used to build the Siileym aniye com plex; G ülru N ecipoğlu,
Architecture, Ceremonial, anil Power: The 'I'opkapi Palace in the fifteen th  and  sixteenth  
centuries  ( ( 'ainbridgc, MA: MI T Press, IW I) , IW  63.
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Osman II and his grand vizier Hüseyin Pasha decided to bribe the janissaries 
to rem ain loyal to him. Pitting infantry soldiers against the cavalry forces had 
been a successful method in the past. So late at night on Thursday, M ay 19, they 
went to the residence of Ali Agha, the general of the janissaries; however, he 
had just left, after several invitations, to see M ustafa at the Orta M osque. W hen 
he returned hom e he found another sultan waiting for him. Ali A gha agreed 
to Osman II’s suggestion to try to win the loyalty o f the janissaries against the 
cavalry troops. During that night, he met with some o f the janissary officers. 
The next m orning, on Friday, M ay 20, Ali Agha w ent to the Orta M osque 
to persuade the janissaries to support Osman II. Yet some of the janissary 
officers had already alerted the cavalry troops of the latest developments. Thus 
Ali Agha was murdered outside the Orta M osque that morning.

Once the soldiers learned that Osman II and Hüseyin Pasha were at the 
residence of Ali Agha, a group o f men went there to arrest them. Hüseyin 
Pasha tried to run away but was killed. The soldiers put Osman II on a horse 
and brought him  to the Orta M osque. On the way to the mosque, Osman II, who 
was dressed rather poorly, was subjected to verbal harassm ent by the soldiers 
surrounding him .63 A m em ber o f the Ottoman dynasty had never been treated 
with such disrespect in public. Once Osman II was brought to the mosque, 
the m other o f M ustafa I was finally reassured about the sultanate of her son, 
so she started to discuss with the janissary officers in the m osque whom 
to appoint to the grand vizierate while M ustafa I seemed indifferent to the 
developments. The officers sensed her wish to appoint her son-in-law Davud 
Pasha and confirmed it. Then she asked them whether there was anybody who 
was literate among them. They pointed to Kara M ezak, one o f the sergeants. 
Thus Kara M ezak wrote the imperial rescript, which was supposed to be in 
the sultan’s own handwriting, appointing Davud Pasha to the grand vizierate. 
Kara M ezak wrote eighteen other letters of appointment, including one for his 
own promotion.

According to Kara M ezak’s testimony, M ustafa I was not really aware of 
what was happening around him. His mother and foster mother were trying 
to make sure that he sat and did not move around. Osman II, who was also 
there, took off the old turban someone had put on his head and started to 
cry, apparently lamenting his fate. Davud Pasha appeared with the general of 
the armorers, who threw his lasso at Osman, ostensibly to strangle him. The 
deposed sultan caught it in the air, and the officers in the mosque intervened.64

In the afternoon, after Davud Pasha took M ustafa I to the palace, he returned 
to the Orta Mosque, put Osman in a wagon, and took him  to the Seven Towers, 
which was tantam ount to his execution. M ustafa I was kept at the imperial 
palace after his deposition in 1618, and if anyone intended to keep Osman 
alive, he could have been imprisoned in the palace. Not long after Osman was 
brought to the Seven Towers, he was murdered there on the orders of Davud

63 Tugi, [ H i k â y e t l  ff. I5 a -I9 a . 64 Peçeyi, T a r i h ,  vol. II, .»85 7 .



Pasha, who was acting as the political delegate of M ustafa 1, the new sultan.65 
O sm an’s corpse was brought to the palace that evening. The funeral took place 
the next morning, on Saturday, May 21. Yahya, the new grand mufti, led the 
funeral prayer. Osman was buried in the tom b of his father, Ahmed I. Thus 
happened the first regicide of Ottoman history.

The deposition and regicide did not cause any tum ult around the city. It 
was only after a provincial rebellion led by Abaza M ehm ed Pasha began in 
Erzurum later in the year that the members o f the army corps started to feel 
some pressure to distance themselves from  the regicide. As a form er treasurer 
who worked for Canpoladzade Ali, A baza knew how to raise sekban  s. From 
the fall of 1622 onward, relying on his sekbans, he targeted the soldiers of the 
central army in the provinces and challenged the central government. Abaza 
presented his rebellion as an act o f vengeance for the murder o f Osman II: 
the soldiers were responsible for the regicide and they had to pay for it. Some 
other Ottomans agreed with and supported Abaza.66 Under this pressure, the 
soldiers had to rewrite the history of their rebellion to em phasize how much 
they actually cared for Osman II. This task fell upon the shoulders o f Tugi, 
the retired janissary chronicler o f the uprising and its aftermath. In his revised 
edition, Tugi adopted a more sophisticated language on behalf of his comrades 
that included powerful references to law and legitimacy. I le also added newly 
constructed details to the chronicle, distancing the soldiers from responsibility 
for the regicide and putting all the blam e on Davud Pasha. In 1622 his comrades 
had made history by deposing a sultan. During the following months, Tugi 
molded the way in which that history was going to be remembered. As a 
storyteller-turned-propagandist, he did a great job  of public relations for the 
janissary corps as the version o f the events that came to be rem em bered turned 
out to be his revised narrative.67

The role of Davud Pasha in the m urder of Osman II cannot be denied. Yet the 
regicide was ultimately the work of the soldiers just as much as the deposition 
had been. They could have stopped when Osman II canceled his pilgrimage, 
or when Hüseyin Pasha came out and announced to them that the sultan had 
ordered the arrest o f Dilaver Pasha and the exile of many others, or after they 
killed both Dilaver Pasha and Siileyman Agha. Yet they went all the way and 
became king-makers. In the afterm ath o f the re-enthronem ent o f M ustafa I,

65 Ibid., 388; H ibri, D efter, f. 13a; A nonym ous, Vak’a-ı m erhum  ve m agfûr Sultân  ‘O sm ân Hân, 
B eyazıt K ütüphanesi, Veliyüddin 1963/4, ff. 4 8 b ^ l9 a ; on the latter text, see Tezean, “The 
history o f a ‘prim ary source,” ’ 48 -9 .

66 For an anonym ous Jew ish author w ho w as very sym pathetic tow ard O sm an II as well as 
Aba/.a M ehm ed Pasha, see Aryeh Shm uelevitz, “M s Pococke no. 31 as a source fo r the events 
in Istanbul in (he years 1622-1624,” In ternational Journal o f  Turkish S tud ies  3/2 (1985-86): 
107-21 ; fo ran  Arab em ir’s elegy for O sm an II, in w hich the em ir anticipated  divine vengeance 
for Ihc m urder o f (he sullan, see M. A. D anon, ed. and tr. “C ontributions à l ’h isto ire des sultans 
O sman II cl M oııçlalâ I,” Journal A sia lii/ue  I lèm e Série, 14 (1919): 69—139, 243 -310 , at
127 3 9 ,2 9 6  3 0 ‘S.

(,/ l ’i(erl)ei)'. Ottom an fia g rih ', I I I  t . \



the soldiers continued to display hostility toward Osman II as evidenced in thc 
way they publicly treated the form er sultan when he was brought to the Orla 
M osque and also later at a crucial moment at the Orta Mosque where soldiers 
raged against him:

S u ltan  O sm a n  K h a n . . .  o p en ed  a  w in d o w  at th e  sp o t w h ere  h e  w as sta n d in g  [ in sid e  the 
m o sq u e ] an d  sa id : “M y  so ld ie r  se rv an ts , d o n ’t you  w an t m e ? ” U p o n  th is, all o f  th e  m en 
sh o u te d  to g e th er: “M a y  G o d  n o t w an t th o se  w h o  w an t y o u .” T h e  h earts  o f  m an k in d , the 
so ld ie rs , an d  th e  w h o le  o f  th e  w o rld  h ad  in d eed  su ffe red  fro m  S ultan  O sm a n .68

Finally, by letting Davud Pasha take Osman II to the Seven Towers instead of 
the palace, where M ustafa I had been kept after his deposition in 1618, the 
soldiers were giving the new grand vizier a blank check to do whatever he saw 
fit to secure the new reign of M ustafa I.69 Davud Pasha cashed this check by 
executing Osman II with the approval of M ustafa I.

As suggested by the diplomatic dispatches referred to earlier, the soldiers 
began preparing to move against the sultan several months before the uprising, 
after Osman II’s decision to cut their retirem ent salaries. W hat made them  takt­
an action as drastic as enthroning a new sultan was probably the news thal 
Osman II was taking the treasury with him on his pilgrimage. This news must 
have left no doubt in their minds that the sultan was going to recruit a new army. 
They knew that Osman II was quite dissatisfied with them. During the military 
campaign against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the sultan made a 
num ber o f inspections to find out how many soldiers there were in the army. 
Those who did not show up did not receive any campaign bonuses although t Ik- 
soldiers were used to skipping campaigns and receiving their salaries anyway, 
which they regarded as an entitlement. Moreover, the sultan started makinj’ 
the rounds o f the city at night, checking the taverns for janissaries who wen- 
drinking. Instead of handing them over to their own officers, the sultan was 
apparently having his gardeners throw them into the sea.70 W hether or nol 
this story is true, it was definitely a reflection of the fact that the soldiers wen- 
feeling threatened about their privileges, one of which was to be judged and 
punished by their own peers.71

If Osman II were to recruit sekbans in Anatolia and create a new army, 
the contemporary connotation o f which was discussed in the last chapter, tIn- 
soldiers were going to lose a large number of privileges in addition to Hh-ii 
salary and status. Thus the stakes were much larger than they had been m 
previous uprisings. They acted accordingly. It was not their first rebellion, but 
it turned out to be the one with the m ost radical results. They showed lit« 
whole world that they were going to be the guardians of their own privileges, 
which they represented as part o f Ottoman law; this is reflected in an accoimi

68 Tugi, [Hikâyet], f. 19a-b. In later recensions o f  T ugi’s chronicle this critical section \v.i\
presented  in a  very different light; see Te/.can, “T he history o f a 'p rim ary  source,’ ’’ S I  X

69 A nonym ous, Vak'a, 49a-b .
7,1 Tugi, \H ikâyet\, f. 5; U »l\ IV. I(>150, f. 57. n U/jııı^-arşılı, Ktiı>ııkıılıı. vol. I, 155 (>'.’



of a contemporary Bosnian janissary sympathizer of the words of M ustafa 1 
to Osman II while they were together at the Orta M osque: “You overthrew 
the laws o f the Ottoman dynasty; you established other laws and ruled [with 
them ].”72 The assumption of such a political role by the m embers of the 
Ottoman military corps did not happen overnight. This process and its links to 
the socioeconomic developments of the late sixteenth century are the focus of 
the remainder of this chapter.

The development of the Ottoman central army into a force 
of political opposition

Six times in fifteen years (in 1589, 1593, 1595, 1600, 1601, and 1603) the 
Ottoman cavalry troops o f the central army -  that is, the m embers o f the “six 
divisions” (altı bölük halkı) -  engaged in uprisings in Istanbul (see Fig. 17). 
Although some o f these rebellions were triggered by issues related to their pay 
or benefits, these economic grievances were closely connected with political 
ones as I argue in this section. That these rebellions were directed against the 
court is clear from the fact that the rebels were mostly appeased only after the 
dismissal or execution o f a court favorite.73 In 1589, M urad III had to sacrifice 
his favorite vizier and personal com panion (musahib), M ehm ed Pasha; in 
1593, M urad III had to replace Siyavuş Pasha, who was a more loyal grand 
vizier, with Sinan Pasha, who was favored by the rebels; in 1600, Esperanza 
Malchi, an influential Jewish woman who was known for her close relationship 
with the court, was murdered; in 1601, M ehm ed III had to dismiss his chief 
gardener; and in 1603, the sultan had to give up the heads of both his chief white 
eunuch and chief black eunuch.74 W hile the members of the six divisions were 
becoming m ajor political actors, they were also getting increasingly involved 
in economic activities and expanding their size alongside other units o f the 
Ottoman central army.

In this section I first question the widely held assumption that the expansion 
of the central army was a consequence of the need for more infantry soldiers 
equipped with firearms during the Habsburg wars. I suggest an alternative 
explanation that takes into account the political rivalry both among the viziers 
and between the viziers and the lords of the law on the one hand, and the court 
on the other. Finally, I place these developments in the context o f an economy 
in the process of monetization.

72 Aga D ede, Ta ’rîh-nâm e , 26b.
71 See Cemal K aladar, “A ease and a source,” unpublished paper p resented  a t the M iddle East 

Studies A ssociation annual m eeting in 1984.
H I do not offer detailed descriptions o f  these uprisings here. Only one o f  these six events, the 

uprising o f 1589, has been studied in sonic detail; see Cemal Kaladar, “W hen coins turned into 
drops o f  dew and bankers becam e robbers o f shadow s: The boundaries o f  O ttom an econom ic 
i magi nal ion at the end o f  the sixteenth century,’’ I’l i l) diss. (M et ¡ill University, 1986), 76 -80 ; 
and Kaladar, “A ease and a source.” fo r  the uprisings ill 16(H), 1601, and 1603, see Chapter
2, 6.5 7. I touch upon 11 it- I 59 I and I 595 inmlenlN b ln .
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The increasing size o f  the O ttom an arm y: Just a m ilitary  phenom enon?

One of the most commonly accepted explanations for the increase in the num ­
ber of soldiers in the Ottoman central army identifies the military requirements 
o f the wars with the Habsburgs:

D u rin g  the  w ars ag a in s t A u s tr ia  fro m  1593 to  1606, th e  n eed  to  send  in to  battle  infantry  
tro o p s eq u ip p ed  w ith  firearm s re su lted  in  a  s ig n if ican t in c rease  in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  Ja n issa ries  
(7 ,886  in  1527 an d  3 7 ,6 2 7  in  1610) and , in  A n a to lia , in  the  en ro llm e n t o f  la rg e  nu m b ers o f  
se kb a n  m ercen aries  (m o stly  o f  p easan t o rig in ) -  a ll w ith  firea rm s.75

W hereas the expansion of the janissary corps led to their domination of the 
political life of the Ottoman capital and the provincial towns, the recruitment 
o f mercenaries of peasant origin, or sekbans, whose services were not needed 
in peacetime, was the source of many troubles, such as the Jalali uprisings.76

In the last chapter, I showed that the increasing em ploym ent of sekbans 
had started independently from the Habsburg wars and that it had as much, 
if  not more, to do with internal political dynamics as it did with wars.77 
The expansion of the Ottoman central army needs to be evaluated within a 
similar context. To start with, if the O ttom an army expanded because the war 
had generated a need for more infantry troops, one would expect the size of 
the noninfantry divisions to have rem ained the same. Yet that was not the 
case. Although the growth in the num ber o f janissaries from 16,905 in 1583 
to 37,627 in 1609, an increase o f 122.5 percent, could be explained by the 
increasing need for infantry troops during the war against the Habsburgs, the 
same explanation cannot be used for the rise in the number of central cavalry 
troops from 8,346 to 20,869, an increase o f 150 percent, nor for that of the 
armorers (cebeciyan) from 1,382 to 5,730, an increase o f 314.6 percent.78 
Thus we have to look elsewhere for an explanation.

Another reason why one needs to question the relationship between military 
campaigns and the increasing num ber of Ottoman infantry soldiers is that most 
o f those soldiers were not engaged in the war effort. An examination o f the 
salary payments made to the army from  the Hungarian campaign treasury from 
1599 to 1601, a period during which the grand vizier İbrahim Pasha undertook 
m ajor attacks against Uyvar (Nove Zâmky in m odem  Slovakia) and Kanije

75 İnalcık, “The O ttom an sta te ,” 24.
76 Ibid., 2 4 -5 , and also İnalcık, “M ilitary and fiscal transform ation ,” 283-97 .
77 Caroline F inkel, w ho studied these w ars in great detail, im plicitly agrees: “the evidence avail­

able for sekban  participation  shows that ra ther sm all num bers w ere involved,” The A dm in istra­
tion o f  Warfare: The O ttom an M ilitary C am paigns in Hungary, 1 5 9 3-1606  (Vienna: Verband 
der W issenschaftlichen G esellschaften Ö sterreichs, 1988), 46; see also R hoads M urphey, 
O ttom an Warfare, 1500-1700  (London: U C L  Press, 1999), 190.

78 For the figures o f  1582-3, see Halil Sahillioğlu, “ III. M urad dönem ine ait 1582-83 (hicrî 
990) tarihli bütçe çeviriyazı,” in Osıııaıılı M âliyesi: Kurum lar ve. B ü tçeler , eds. M ehm et 
Genç anıl lirol O/.var, 2 vols. (İstanbul: ( İsınan lı Bankası Arşiv ve A raştırm a M erkezi, 2006), 
vol. II. 45; lor those of 1609, see Ayıı Ali, “ Risale i vazife hvârâıı ve merâtib-i bcndcgân-ı 
âl i ‘O sınâıı," in Kavt'min, X2 101.



(Kanjiza in m odem  Serbia) in 1599 and 1600, reveals that the size of the active 
army had not changed much since the early 1580s. In the fiscal year 1582-3, 
when the janissaries numbered only 16,905, they received 44,788,104 akçes.79 
From  1599 to 1601, the j anissaries and their cadets (acemiyan) who took part in 
the Hungarian campaign received 88,790,668 akçes in salaries or 44,395,334 
akçes per year.80 Thus the num ber of the janissaries who were actually fighting 
in Hungary at that time was probably around 17,000.81 This number accords 
well with the fact that in 1597 the com m ander-in-chief in Hungary, Saturci 
M ehm ed Pasha, was assigned 15,000 janissaries. In 1598, M ahmud Pasha 
was assigned 3,000 janissaries for a separate campaign in Wallachia, 1,500 of 
whom  were new graduates of the janissary cadets.82 These 18,000 janissaries 
employed in the Balkans cannot have represented the whole of the janissary 
corps, which comprised around 35,000 soldiers in 1006/1597-8 according to 
M ustafa Ali, a contemporary who as a former secretary of the janissary corps 
should have had a sound idea o f the size of the janissaries.83 Thus it seems 
plausible to state that only half o f the janissary corps was actually employed 
in active fighting in the Balkans.

W hat, then, did the other half o f the janissary corps do? A t this time the 
Safavid frontier was at peace. One might assume, however, that some of them 
may have been employed against the Jalalis. In 1599, M ehmed Pasha, the son 
of the form er grand vizier Sinan Pasha, was ordered to lead a military campaign 
against the form er governor and recent Jalali leader, Hüseyin Pasha. According 
to Selaniki, a contemporary in Istanbul, M ehmed Pasha actually enlisted new 
recruits for this campaign and was accompanied by only 1,000 janissaries, who 
seemed to have joined the corps very recently.84 If  there were 18,000janissaries 
fighting in the Balkans and 1,000 in Anatolia, and there were altogether 35,000 
janissaries, 16,000 are still unaccounted for. These janissaries m ight have been 
stationed at fort ifications, but the salaries of the soldiers in the central army who 
were stationed at provincial fortifications were generally paid by provincial 
treasuries and were not reflected in aggregate sums in the central treasury 
accounts.85 Most probably, the unaccounted janissaries were attending to their 
private business somewhere else. W hatever they may have been doing, if 
they were not fighting, they had clearly not been recruited in response to an 
increasing dem and for infantry troops.

In short, the increase in the num ber of soldiers -  the royal cavalry troops 
and armorers as well as the janissaries -  is hard to account for simply by the 
hypothesis that the exigencies o f the war against the Habsburgs created an

79 Sahillioğlu, “ 1582-83 tarihli bü tçe ,” 45. 80 See Finkel, A dm inistration, A ppendix: 6.
81 See also Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 8 4 4 -5 , 847, 849. 82 Ibid., 718, 770.
83 Âli, K iinhü’l-ahbâr, TY  5959, f. 92a. 84 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 819.
85 A n anonym ous treasury account, w hich  m ay be dated to ca. 1602, suggested lhal the salaries of

the soldiers sta tioned in the fortifications o f  G eorgia, for instance, w ere paid by the provincial
treasury o f  A leppo and Tbilisi; BnF, ms turc 123, ff. 5a, 6b.



increasing demand for infantry troops. Moreover, it was not only in the army 
that there was such growth. The num ber of müşahere-horan, “receivers of 
monthly wages,” a category that included the heralds (çavuş) and elite officers 
(müteferrikam), for instance, rose from 660 in 1583 to 1,196 in 1609, an increase 
o f 81 percent; porters (bevvab) and halberdiers (baltacı, or teberdar) increased 
by 242 percent from 716 to 2 ,451.86 Thus there was a general increase in the 
num ber of personnel receiving salaries, not just in the infantry or the army.

W hat is even perhaps more striking is the fact that the new personnel 
seemed to have been recruited in an unusual fashion from among the Muslim 
commoners. During the reign of Süleyman (1520-66), the num ber of cadets, 
the number of converted Christian boys, who were the prim ary source of 
recruitment for the main body of personnel both in the army and at the palace, 
had risen by 118 percent from 3,553 in 1527 to 7,745 in 1567. In that same 
period, the total num ber of janissaries and royal cavalry troops increased by 
84 percent, from 12,974 to 23,842.87 W hereas the enlargem ent o f the central 
army more or less followed that of the cadets in this period, suggesting that the 
cadets indeed formed the main source o f recruitment, the growth of personnel 
in the period 1583-1609 was o f a different nature. The num ber o f cadets in this 
period increased by a negligible 2 percent, from 9,220 to 9,406.88 Therefore, 
one can claim with confidence that m ost o f the newly recruited soldiers and 
other personnel with salaries who jo ined the Ottoman payroll registers in the 
late sixteenth century had not entered the Ottoman system through the channels 
o f the devşirme, or the levy of Christian boys with a view to converting them 
into loyal servants of the sultan. The end o f the sixteenth century must, then, 
have witnessed a heavy infiltration of “outsiders” (ecnebim), or commoners, 
into the various levels o f the privileged class, the askeri, an observation made 
so frequently by contemporary Ottoman authors.89 An increasing demand for 
infantry troops, however significant a factor it may have been, fails to provide 
an explanation for this development as a whole.

War as a p o litica l opportunity

An alternative context in which to evaluate the increase in the num ber of 
Ottoman personnel is that of a new kind o f pow er struggle at the imperial center, 
both between the viziers and the court and among the viziers themselves. This 
power struggle took place within the fram ework of the increasingly monetized

86 S e e n . 78.
87 Ö m er Lûtfi B arkan, “ H. 93 3 -9 3 4  (M. 1527-1528) m alî y ılına ait bir bütçe ö rneği,” İstanbul

Üniversitesi İktisat Fakültesi M ecm uası 15 (1953-54): 251-329 , at 300; Ö. L. Barkan, “H.
974-975  (M. 1567-1568) malî yılm a âit bir O sm anlı bütçesi,” İstanbul Ü niversitesi İktisa t
Fakültesi M ecm uası 19 (1957-58): 277 -332 , at 305-6 .

ss See il. 78.
sc) See, lor iııslaııce. Anonym ous, “ Kilâb ı ıniislelâh," 2 4; Koçl Bey, Risale, 24.



Ottoman economy. The motivation for war, at least partially, may well be 
found in the same context.

As argued earlier, the need to supply the Habsburg front with infantry 
soldiers does not entirely explain the expansion of the whole army, including 
the cavalry divisions, and of the palace staff. Yet, it is a fact that this expan­
sion took place during the long wars at the end o f the sixteenth century. Thus 
the two are somehow related. The war presented the viziers with an opportunity 
to enhance their political power in a number of ways, such as by placing their 
supporters on the payroll of the sultan. The dramatic expansion of the army 
and the palace personnel was thus, at least partially, a product of internal 
political dynamics. As discussed elsewhere, the period between 1550 and
1650 witnessed the development of an aristocracy in the judicial hierarchy, the 
mevali, who gained considerable independence from the court.90 Moreover, 
a sim ilar development was underway among the viziers up to the end of the 
sixteenth century when it was curbed by the transformation of the court into 
a new center of power, as argued in Chapter 3. It was not a coincidence that 
the series o f long wars in the east and the west, extending from  1578 to 
1606, took place at exactly the same time that the court had a new absolutist 
thrust.

The expansion of the army around the same time that the court was flexing 
its muscles in response to the growing power of vizier households may well be 
seen as the viziers’ answer to the dynasty’s attempt to create networks o f power 
centered at the court. W hen M urad III reasserted his privileges in making 
appointments, the viziers were left empty-handed. A new form o f political 
patronage was in the making that could cut the ties between the viziers and 
their imperial networks. As long as one rem ained in the capital, the position of 
the monarch as the sole source o f favors could not be challenged. In contrast, 
a com m ander-in-chief with extraordinary powers could make appointments 
and dismissals and control a num ber of provincial treasuries. The death of 
the Safavid Shah Tahmasp in 1576, which brought about a series of internal 
troubles in Persia, provided such an opportunity for ambitious viziers to gain 
power. Victory would not just bring fam e; the leadership o f a military campaign 
m eant extraordinary powers o f appointment, dismissal, and tax collection, as 
well as a large supplementary income from  the “gifts” that new appointees 
were expected to present to the commander-general in charge.

A contem porary source showed well what the leadership o f a military 
campaign could bring with it. At a later stage during the Safavid wars, when 
Ferhad Pasha had been com m ander-in-chief for alm ost four years between 
1586 and 1590, the appointments he made and the “market values” of thesi- 
appointments, which the grand vizier Sinan Pasha claim ed Ferhad Pasha musl 
have received from the appointees, were the following:

90 Tezcan, “T he O ttom an mevali.''



28 p rov incia l g o v ern o rs  (@  10,000 g o ld  c o in s  each ) =  1 6 ,8 0 0 ,0 0 0  akçen  

331 d istr ic t g o v e rn o rs  (@  2 0 0 ,0 0 0  akçen  each ) =  6 6 ,2 0 0 ,0 0 0  a k ç e s

36  finance  d irec to ra te s  (@  2 0 0 ,0 0 0  akçen  each ) =  7 ,2 0 0 ,0 0 0  a k ç e s 

447  palace  o fficers and  se c re ta rie s  (@  1 00 ,000  akçen) =  4 4 ,7 0 0 ,0 0 0  akçen91

This added up to 134,900,000 akçes, m ore than the total of the central 
treasury revenues from  the central lands o f  the empire for the fiscal year of 
1582-3.92 M ost probably the grand vizier Sinan Pasha exaggerated the values 
o f the offices because he saw Ferhad Pasha as a serious rival. Yet a certain Hızır 
did indeed bid for a position in supervising Ferhad Pasha’s campaign treasury 
accounts and claim ed that he could find some 140,000,000 akçes worth of 
irregularities.93 Sinan Pasha also noted that Ferhad Pasha did not give him the 
records of the appointments he made for timars and the men he enlisted for the 
central army, which would probably have revealed an increase in the number 
o f men enrolled.

Despite his apparent bias, Sinan Pasha’s estimates o f the extent of the 
fortunes a com m ander-in-chief could make suggested that leading a campaign 
could be a lucrative business both because of the fortunes one could make in 
“gifts” and the opportunities it offered for building networks o f political clients. 
Some five years later, in 1595, in the m idst o f the wars against the Habsburgs 
in Hungary, Selaniki noted that commander-in-chiefs did not leave for their 
assignments unless they were given the opportunity to enlist “outsiders” in the 
cadres of palace officers, such as those o f müteferrikam and çavuşes, as well as 
central cavalry troops, armorers, and artillery soldiers.94 Thus commander-in- 
chiefs were enlisting not only soldiers but also men who would not be of any 
use at the Habsburg front, indicating that the expansion o f salary-receiving 
personnel during the long wars was not ju st a matter of military necessity. 
War became an opportunity for a vizier to enlarge his power base through new 
recruits and to sell certain positions that normally rem ained under the control 
o f the grand vizier or the sultan himself.

I must reiterate here that in the final analysis, it was still the socioeconomic 
transformation of the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century that made all 
this expansion possible. It seemed to be m ainly connected to an intra-elite 
power struggle that encouraged each vizier to place as many o f his clients as 
possible in the payroll o f the sultan. Yet considering that the clients had to pay

91 Sinan Pasha, [Telhîsât], ff. 64b-65a. A lthough S inan Pasha should  have used  an exchange 
rate o f 120 akçes per gold  coin, he used  the pre-1585 exchange rate o f 60 akçen. H is total was 
135,000,000 akçen, 100,000 m ore than the actual total o f  the item s he listed.

92 The total o f  the revenues o f the provinces o f  A nato lia  and R um elia in 1582-3  w as 134,272,006 
akçen', see Sahillioğlu, “ 1582-83 tarihli bü tçe ,” 35, 38.

93 Selaniki, a contem porary, noted (hat H ızır failed to tind anything, yet one m ust rem em ber that 
it would be quite difficult to tind evidence for sale o f  offices because this practice w as not 
officially recorded: Tarih, vol. I, 240.

94 Ibid., vol. II, 5 13.



for their positions and were to receive their salaries in cash, it becomes clear 
that this political power struggle was closely related to the monetization of the 
Ottoman economy and the development of new social forces that excelled in 
manipulating monetary resources.

War provided Ottoman viziers with yet another opportunity, that o f extract­
ing funds from  the inner treasury, which was the private treasury of the sultan. 
The finances of the Ottoman government were usually run by the outer trea­
sury, which received the revenues of the central provinces and contributions 
sent from the outlying provinces. The revenues o f the imperial demesne, or 
hasses -  that is, the lands the tax revenues of which went directly to the sultan -  
entered the inner treasury. So did the revenues o f the province of Egypt, which 
in the late sixteenth century provided some 600,000 gold ducats a year. It was 
during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries that these reserves 
started to be used, in the m idst o f an ongoing scarcity of money. Despite the 
heavy demands of the wars on the private treasury of the sultan, the pocket of 
the sultan proved to be undepletable. The Ottomans never sought to take out 
loans in the financial markets of Europe in this period, which was supposed 
to be one of the most dire they went through. Thus the reserves in the inner 
treasury m ust have been immense.

The monetary troubles of this period were complex and were, at least 
partially, a consequence of the developing market economy.95 The growth of 
this increasingly monetized economy required that millions of gold and silver 
coins leave the inner treasury o f the Ottoman sultan to be invested in the 
economy. The high military expenditures during this period had the effect of 
doing just that.96 Thus both from the perspective o f internal politics and from 
an economic viewpoint, the best way to deal with an emperor who controlled 
vast resources was to induce him to wage a war in w hich he would remain in 
the capital but his money would be spent elsewhere. War, then, was not only 
an opportunity to build networks of political clients for viziers but was also 
a way of tapping the wealth of the sultan by channeling it out o f the inner 
treasury.

The evolution o f  the arm y into a po litica l pressure group

Some o f the men who joined the Ottoman military forces and contributed to 
the great enlargement o f the army in the late sixteenth century were political 
clients of viziers. As argued earlier, the viziers, as commander-in-chiefs will) 
powers to enlist new men into the cadres of the army as well as the palace, 
made quite a fortune. In addition to amassing a fortune, they also created 
networks o f clients who owed their salaries to them; yet some o f these clients 
did not take part in the campaigns. The narrative histories of the period wen*

95 See Tezcan, “T he Ottom an m onetary crisis,” 500 2.
96 Only betw een June 1604 anil January 1605, the inner treasury supplied I he army willi

I 10,600,000 íf/ífí's; Tinkel, Appendix: 4.



filled with complaints that the enlisted soldiers simply did not show up on 
the battlefield. These soldiers, however, were ready when political action was 
required.

Reflecting on the bouts of military unrest in the Ottoman capital caused 
by the central cavalry troops in April 1589, January 1593, and April 1595, 
Ali suggested that many of the troublemakers were men who had entered the 
imperial cavalry regiments in a certain way. According to Ali, these regiments 
were made up o f men who had entered them in four distinct ways: the first 
group were the graduates of the palace school, the second comprised those 
who were promoted from  the janissary corps, the third was made up of the sons 
of the soldiers in these cavalry regiments, and the fourth consisted of those 
who had been prom oted from the artillery and the arm orer regiments, as well 
as men who were originally kuls (servants, soldiers) of grandees (ekabir) or 
kuls in distant provinces such as Egypt, Syria, and central Iraq.97 Ali claimed 
that the troublemakers were mostly from the fourth group many o f whom had 
personal connections with high-ranking adm inistrators.98

Selaniki made a sim ilar observation about the cavalry unrest o f April 1595: 
“They said [that] m ost of those who made trouble were [Sinan Pasha]’s fol­
lowers (tevab i)” Sinan Pasha had just arrived back from the Habsburg front 
where he had been the com m ander-in-chief o f the Ottoman forces and the 
grand vizier of M urad III. Yet, the new sultan M ehmed III, who succeeded his 
father in January 1595, had dism issed Sinan Pasha in February, prior to his 
arrival in Istanbul. Despite being ordered into exile in M alkara as soon as he 
arrived at the outskirts o f the city in April, Sinan Pasha had not complied with 
the order. After the unrest he instigated was crushed with the help of the jan is­
saries, he left for M alkara in haste.99 Similarly, Cıgalazade Sinan Pasha, who 
had become the third vizier after the dismissal of Sinan Pasha, was dismissed 
in M arch 1595. After the unrest in April, Cıgalazade was forced to leave the 
city on the charge that his men had taken part in it, as w ell.100 According to 
Âli, this was not the first time that Sinan Pasha had orchestrated an uprising of 
the cavalry regiments. In 1593, Ali claim ed that Süleyman Agha, the general 
of the first cavalry division (ebna-i sipahiyan) and a follower of Sinan Pasha, 
was actively involved in stirring up unrest, as a result o f which Siyavuş Pasha 
was dismissed and Sinan Pasha was m ade grand vizier.101

It was not just the cavalry regiments that were infiltrated by the followers of 
grandees. W hen questioned about an incident in which the house of a governor 
closely connected to the court was pillaged and burnt in 1591, the janissaries

1)1 Ali, K iin h u l-a h b a r , Esad Efendi 2162, f. 611a; A tsız, ed., “Ek: K iinhii’l-A hbâr’in Osm anli 
Tarihi bölüm ünden III. M ehmed çağına ait parçanın sadeleştirilm iş şekli,” in A tsız, A lî  
Bibliyografyası (İstanbul: Süleym aııiye K ütüphanesi Yayınları, 1968), 60, n. 1, suggests that 
in another m anuscript the categorization was slightly  different.

'm Âli, KHııluTI-alıbâr, E sad  Elemli 2162 ,  f. 61 lb.
'w Selanik i,  Tarih, vol. II, 4 6 6  7,47.1.
....  Ibid., 462  .1, 47  (; I la sanhc yzadc ,  târih, vol. Ill , I I I SS.
1111 Âli, k i i i i h i i ’l  a h h â r ,  Esaıl Elemli .’ !<>.’ . I ‘iKHI>



claim ed that it was led by “A t Meydanı devşirmesi,” referring to the “outsider” 
janissaries who were tied to the households of grandees.102 Similarly, in 1603, 
Yemişçi Hasan Pasha used janissaries who had been loyal to him in securing 
his position when he was threatened by the imperial cavalry troops.

All of these cases suggest that the increasing num bers of salary-receiving 
personnel at the end of the sixteenth century m ight have been related to the 
need o f the Ottoman viziers to develop a power base in the capital, which they 
could use against other viziers or the court. The efforts o f the court to reduce the 
concentration o f power in the hands of relatively autonomous grand viziers by 
strengthening court figures and their client networks resulted in the long series 
of rebellions in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. In 1589, the 
cavalry troops secured the execution of the em peror’s favorite, who was prob­
ably going to be the next grand vizier. In 1591, the janissaries attacked İbrahim  
Pasha, the brother of an influential courtier, Canfeda Hatun. In 1593, Sinan 
Pasha secured the grand vizierate for him self with the help of his supporters 
among the members o f the six divisions. In 1595, the janissaries helped the 
incum bent grand vizier keep his position by suppressing the cavalry soldiers 
who supported another candidate. In 1600, the soldiers executed an influential 
Jewish woman who was closely connected to the palace and whose family ran 
im portant tax-farms. In 1601, the cavalry forces secured the dismissal o f the 
chief gardener. In 1603, when the soldiers apparently talked about replacing 
the sultan with the grand mufti, the two highest ranking palace officers were 
executed.103 The Ottoman army had evolved into a political pressure group 
through its expansion in the hands of the viziers.

This is not to say that the members o f the army corps did not have their 
own interests or that there were no other social pressures on the army corps to 
expand, such as urbanization and opportunities for upward m obility sought by 
men who would otherwise consider serving Jalali leaders. As argued earlier, 
the deposition and regicide of Osman II were very m uch a consequence of the 
specific interests of the corps members. I dwell upon some of these interests 
and pressures in the next chapter, which focuses specifically on the janissaries. 
Below, I dwell on men who wanted to buy their way into sociopolitical privilege 
by entering the army, especially the cavalry corps. These cavaliers, however, 
excelled at other things than war.

Soldiers or financ ia l entrepreneurs?

The new m em bers of the central army corps quickly developed their own 
businesses, both commercial and financial. Narrative sources suggested thal

102 In 1591, the  jan issaries had attacked the house o f  Ibrahim Pasha, Ihe governor o f  D iyarbekn, 
w ho w as the brother o f  C anfeda Hatun, a powerful wom an at the court; Selaniki, 'Hiiih, 
vol. I, 248.

103 For m ore details on Ihe last three incidents, sec C hapter 2, (>5 7.



the soldiers were engaged in business in the capital,104 and financial records 
showed that they were also heavily involved in tax-farm s.105 Thus they grew 
increasingly independent of the grandees who had enlisted them  in the army 
corps, developing into an economic interest group that was based not on private 
property, but again, as in the case o f the mevali, on their “private offices.”

A soldier in the central cavalry troops was entitled to pass part of his salary 
to his son by way o f his own retirem ent -  a portion of the father’s full time 
salary would becom e the son’s entry level salary.106 Practically, such a posi­
tion was a “private office,” in the sense that the tenure o f the position was 
almost inviolable and mostly inheritable, just as the right to private prop­
erty was inviolable and inheritable. Although the infantry troops did not have 
this privilege, many of them did inherit their positions from  their fathers.107 
Moreover, an infantry soldier could be prom oted to the cavalry troops,108 after 
which he would be able to pass on his status. Finally, later in the seven­
teenth century, this right was officially granted to the janissaries, the infantry 
troops of the Ottoman central arm y.109 Thus, the Ottoman army evolved into 
a “third estate” parallel to the viziers and the mevali -  especially the m em ­
bers of the latter group had their own retirem ent benefits and could pass their 
status to their sons as w ell.110 In addition to securing certain privileges, the 
soldiers o f the Ottoman central army even produced their own grand viziers 
in the seventeenth century, such as Bayram Pasha and Kemankeş Mustafa 
Pasha.111

Although the exigencies o f war played an important role in the expansion 
of the Ottoman “third estate,” as Count Luigi Ferdinando M arsigli (d. 1730) 
seemed to regard the central army corps,112 war in and of itself could not 
create such a politically powerful institution. In addition to the need of the 
viziers to build a pow er base, other dynam ics played a role in the expansion 
o f the army. The m onetization of the O ttom an economy and finances had an 
important im pact in this process, just as similar processes empowered third 
estates elsewhere in the world.

As was suggested in the first chapter, investors o f capital had seen the 
Ottoman army as an institution that provided financial security and social 
status since at least the mid-sixteenth century. W hereas some tax-farmers 
required entry into the salaried military-administrative personnel as a reward

104 See, for instance, Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 732, 784.
105 D arling, R evenue-Raising, 178-85. 106 For instance, see, BO A , K K  1767, f. 31a, 50a.
107 Anonym ous, “K avânîn-i yeniçeriyân-ı dergâh-ı âlî,” ed. A . A kgündüz, in O sm anlı K anu­

nnâm eleri, vol. IX, 127.
108 See, for instance, BOA, KK 1767, f. 59b.
109 Norm an It/.kowitz, “ Eighteenth century O ttom an realities,” Studia Islam ica  16 (1962): 7 3 -  

94, at 92.
11,1 T e/can , “The O ttom an m evâlî," 393 5.
111 Sec Yıısııf Ila laçoğ lu , “ Hayranı 1‘aşa," İA2, vol. V, 266 -7 : Abdiilkadir O/.can, “ Kem ankeş 

M ustala I’asa," M 2, vol. XXV, 2/18’ .50.
Timur,  O smanlı { 'alışmaları, 121.
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for their services,113 other investors preferred receiving fiefs in return for their 
tax-farm b ids.114 In addition to complaining about tax-farmers who oppressed 
their subjects to compensate themselves for their initial outlays, which they had 
to pay to the treasury in advance o f their actual collection of taxes, Aşık Çelebi, 
a sixteenth-century man of letters, suggested that these people were farming 
out taxes in order to receive askeri status.115 This claim  brings a whole new 
dimension to the expansion of the central army in the late sixteenth century. 
Unfortunately it is quite difficult to determine the num ber of people who may 
have entered the ranks of the central army in this way. However, it seemed 
that the practice was prevalent; otherwise it would have been im possible in 
1618 to come across a Jewish Ottoman subject in the central army, which was 
supposed to consist exclusively of Muslims, bom  or converted.116

The examples provided in the discussion o f the tim ar in Chapter 1, which 
suggested that one could buy a tim ar as an investment, trading with its yield,117 
and these cases parallel each other. In both cases we see men, who had appar­
ently accum ulated some capital, looking for an investment opportunity that 
would also bring them some social status. Becoming part of the Ottoman 
administrative-military apparatus was the only available form o f privileged 
status in the empire, as the main social stratification distinguished the imperial 
rulers from  those who were ruled. Those who were socially privileged were 
the askerh, a term that literally meant military but conceptually applied to the 
whole ruling class,118 and those who did not have any such privileges were the 
re’aya, or subjects. By buying timars and enlisting in the central army corps, 
the investors were both making a sound investment and achieving a privileged 
status. The members of the old elite referred to them  as “outsiders,” but soon 
the outsiders took over: by the end o f the seventeenth century, the Ottoman 
askeri came to be made up almost exclusively o f local M uslims as opposed to 
devşirmes who were handpicked by the imperial administration from  among 
the Christian population and then converted to Islam.

In the absence of quantified data, it is not possible to determine w hether the 
tax-farmer-turned-soldiers accounted for a significant portion of the expansion 
in the size o f the Ottoman army. But they m ust have played a role in the process.

113 For exam ples, see C hapter 1, 16, n. 4.
! 14 See, fo r instance, 1. H akkı U zunçarşılı, “B uyruldı,” Belleten  5/19 (1941): 289 -3 1 8 , at 292-4 , 

pi. lxxxviii.
1,5 A şık Ç elebi, M i'râ c ü ’l-iyâle, f. 146a.
116 K adı Sicilleri, B ursa, B -l 18, f. 117, no. 7 6 9 .1 m ust adm it that, in  theory, this m an m ight be 

one o f  the Jew ish  blacksm iths em ployed at the Istanbul foundry, but it is h ighly unlikely.
117 A round 1595, a secretary at the im perial council, A bdi Çelebi, sent a  report in rhym e to the 

g rand m ufti, claim ing, am ong other things, that the large tim ars called ze 'am ets  w ere being 
sold  and that those w ho bought them  engaged in trade w ith their produce; Selaniki, Tarih , 
vol. II, 520; see also C hapter 1, 22.

118 Legally  speaking, the askeri included the less powerful affiliates o f  the ruling class as well, 
such as im am s, preachers, and secretaries. Therefore it is som ew hat problem atic (o use 
the term  interchangeably with the ruling class. However, politically speaking, the primary 
conceptual connotation o f  the term  w as the ruling class.



W hat is beyond doubt, however, is that, w hether or not they had initially entered 
the central cavalry regiments through their bids for tax-farms, many cavaliers 
(,sipahis) collected taxes and successfully bid for tax-farms. Various studies 
in the last sixty-five years have noted this financial function of the sipahis 
as tax collectors and tax-farm ers.119 The available evidence suggests that this 
practice was in place in the mid-sixteenth century and becam e more prevalent 
in the late sixteenth century, so much so that, around 1603, 64 percent of the 
tax-farmers recorded in a register were from the askeris, “mainly standing 
cavalry forces and palace servants.” Later in the seventeenth century this 
figure increased to 85 percent.120 Unfortunately it is not possible to determine 
whether these men were the same as those who entered the askeri class as a 
result of their tax-farm  bids but they may well have been.

Although a large num ber o f cavalry soldiers were tax-farmers, an even larger 
num ber were involved in the collection o f the poll tax levied on non-M uslims 
(cizye). According to D arling’s figures, whereas 78 percent of the collectors 
listed in a register from  1571-2 were m embers of the central cavalry forces, 
this proportion increased to 90 percent by 1615-16.121 Both in the collection 
of the poll tax and in obtaining tax-farms, the central cavalry forces became 
ascendant in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

W hether these cavalry soldiers were tax-farmers who turned into soldiers 
and continued with tax-farming or had originally been soldiers who later 
became tax-farmers, one thing is certain: these men were not making war. 
The tax-farm contracts under which the cavaliers accepted tax-farms usually 
specified that they were not expected to take part in military cam paigns.122 
Some of them were also not engaging in actual tax collection, as it was 
possible for them to farm out their tax-farms to third parties.123 One wonders 
how accurate it would be to call such m en “soldiers.” They should rather be 
conceived of as members of a privileged group that happened to be called the 
cavalry corps o f the central army.

Although one may assume that as servants of the sultan, the cavalry “sol­
diers” would be m ore diligent in tax collection and more willing to return the 
funds they collected to the capital, and therefore the assignment o f these tax 
collection duties to the cavalry forces may have been an intentional policy,124 
the historical record suggests that this was not the case. First, the government 
did not seem to have much control over the process. For instance, in late June 
1593 poll tax registers were to be distributed among the central cavalry troops. 
The established custom  was to assign a register to two soldiers, who would 
collect the taxes and keep a certain am ount for themselves. The grand vizier

119 U zunçarşılı, K apukulu, vol. II, 156-61; M ustafa A kdağ, T ürkiye’nin İk tisa d î ve İç tim a î
Tarihi, 2 vols. (A nkara: Ankara Üniversitesi Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi Yayınları,
1959-71), vol. II, 2X3 4, 295; Darling, R evenue-Raising, 169-85.

I2H Darling, Revenue Raising, 179. L’1 Ibid., 169 7(1.
122 See BOA, İhııiik'nıiıı, M aliyi- 219; Darlinj’., Revenue Raising, 150.
121 Akdaji, Türkiye, vol. II, ,’X3 I. 1,1 I )artin)’. Revenue Raising, I /O, I S3.



Sinan Pasha and other viziers tried to distribute the registers in this way, but it 
proved to be impossible. Five to ten soldiers ended up sharing a register, which 
m eant more extortion from  the taxpayers. Selaniki’s comments suggested that 
the government had lost control over the process and that the soldiers were 
asserting them selves.125

The rebellion o f the central cavalry troops in 1600 was another example o f 
those dynamics at work. The cavalry troops were expecting a certain num ber 
of poll tax and sheep tax registers to be distributed among them, but instead 
found out that some registers had already been sold among the grandees. The 
excluded registers were apparently the “better” ones, meaning they would yield 
higher income. According to Selaniki, the soldiers asked the general o f one of 
the central cavalry troops: “W hat happened to the registers you brought? Are 
they given to the women and the eunuchs inside?” Then the soldiers attacked 
and killed Esperanza M alchi, the Jewish kiera (lady in Greek) who was known 
to have been very close to the queen mother and was allegedly acting as an 
intermediary in the sale o f the “better” registers. The soldiers stopped short o f 
asking for the execution of the chief gardener and the chief white eunuch.126

The rebellion of 1600 and m ost o f the others described in this chapter 
were directed against a court that had become the center of an alternative 
network of financial entrepreneurs. Thus the increase in the num ber of central 
cavalry troops involved in tax collection duties and tax-farms at the end of 
the sixteenth and the beginning o f the seventeenth centuries seemed to result 
from a confrontation between these “soldiers” and the court, rather than from 
an intentional policy of the government.

Moreover, the argument that as royal servants these men would be more 
loyal and return the funds they collected to the capital does not seem to hold. 
Both narrative and archival sources suggested that the poll tax was increased 
quite a few times in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.127 Yet 
the total poll tax revenues actually seem to have decreased sharply during this 
period. Sheep tax and tax-farm revenues, in the collection of which the central 
cavalry troops played an im portant role, declined similarly.128 Apparently the

125 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 319 [read “ . . .  leşker saltanat ü s tü n e . . . , ” instead  o f “ . . .  leşker-i 
saltanat ü s tü n e . . .  ” ].

126 Ibid., vol. II, 854-6 .
127 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 292 -3 ; M ustafa  A kdağ, “O sm anlı İm paratorluğunun kuruluş ve 

inkişafı devrinde T ürkiye’nin İktisadî vaziyeti,” Belleten  13 (1949): 497 -5 7 1 , at 558-9 , 
n. 108, 55 9 -6 0 ; D arling, R evenue-Raising, 110-1.

128 p or tj,e figures in 1582-3, see Sahillioğlu, “ 1582-83 tarihli bü tçe ,” 35, 37, 38; for the figures 
in  1613-14 , see Rhoads M urphey, “The functioning o f  the O ttom an arm y under M urad IV 
(1623-1639 /1032-1049): Key to  the understanding o f the relationship  betw een center and 
periphery  in seventeenth-century Turkey,” PhD  diss. (U niversity o f  Chicago, 1979), 440; I In- 
large poll-tax  revenue from  Transylvania recorded in the latter source should be excluded 
from  the com parison as there was no com parative figure in the earlier one, and the difference 
in the value o f the akçe  in the tw o balance sheets lias to be taken into account; see also 
D arling, Revenue-Raising, 239 40.
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servants o f the sultan were not really returning the collected funds to the 
capital.

Finally, tax collection was not the only economic activity in which the 
“soldiers” o f the central army were taking part. They were also receiving 
appointments to the trusteeships of endowments and to the stewardships of 
guilds.129 M oreover narrative and archival sources suggested their involvement 
in both local and international trade.130 W hen one takes into consideration all 
these economic and financial activities o f  the members o f the central army 
corps, it becomes quite difficult to see them  as “soldiers.” Not surprisingly, 
contemporaries complained about the m any soldiers who were enlisted in the 
army corps but simply did not show up for military cam paigns.131 In short the 
Ottoman central army by the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 
becam e a hub for commercial and financial entrepreneurs whose main interest 
lay in monetary activities rather than in military ones.

In an evolving market-driven economy in the process of monetization, as 
the Ottoman economy was in this period, monetary activities were coming to 
matter more than land per se. One should not therefore be surprised that the 
structure o f the ruling elite went through a transformation at this time that 
almost m irrored the economic one. The frontier ghazi who conquered new 
lands and came to control resources tied to land in a timar could no longer 
constitute the backbone of the ruling elite in a society that was operating 
within the fram ework of a monetized economy on an imperial scale, one in 
which the developments in Aleppo had an impact on the Danube basin. This 
new socioeconomic configuration was to produce its own ruling elite, such as 
Baki Pasha, who started his life as the son of an Aleppan m erchant, became a 
janissary, bid for tax-farms in the Balkans, and was appointed to the finance 
ministry after serving in the financial directorate of the Danube basin .132

The likes of Baki Pasha were not interested in timar assignments, except 
for investment purposes. The Ottoman central army that provided its members 
with both status and an advantageous position in which to acquire control 
of monetary resources was the place to be for such men. Thus they entered 
it as “outsiders” and transformed its function from a military institution to a

129 See, for instance, Istanbul M üftülüğü A rşivi, İstanbul M ahkem esi 5, ff. 19b, 21b.
130 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. II, 732; Halil Sahillioğlu, “Kuruluştan X V II. asrın  sonlarına kadar 

Osmanlı para tarihi üzerinde bir denem e,” PhD  diss. (İstanbul Ü niversitesi, 1958), 234, 
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concerning the English Nation . . .  at the Port o f  C onstantinople, begunne the first o f  lanuary  
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financial one, at least partially. This new function o f the central army, especially 
o f the cavalry troops, also explains why m ost o f the “military rebellions” of 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries had an economic agenda, 
such as the debasement o f currency, the distribution of tax-farms through 
the intermediacy of the Jewish kiera, or the empowerment of palace officers 
who assigned tax-farms to their own clients. These “military rebellions” were 
responses to the absolutist policies of the court that aimed at centering all 
imperial networks of political and economic power in the palace just as much 
as they were articulations of the rebels’ economic interests.

It was this kind of an army that deposed Osman II. In previous rebellions the 
“soldiers” had sometimes threatened the reigning sultan, but they had never 
gone this far.133 This time they showed that they could realize their ultimate 
threat. In short, the Ottoman army that brought about a regicide in 1622 has to 
be seen as a political interest group with economic privileges that could well 
have been abolished had Osman II been able to recruit a new army. Thus they 
prepared to move when the sultan intended to cut their retirem ent benefits and 
acted more radically than ever before when they were persuaded that he was 
leaving the capital to create a new army.

In summary, the men who made up the Ottoman central army of the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries should be seen as political actors 
behaving in accordance with their economic and political interests, rather than 
as undisciplined soldiers o f an army in decay. Just as the sultan was trying to 
assume full control o f the imperial markets and the expanded political nation, 
the new m embers of the political nation were doing their best to protect their 
autonomy in this new polity, the Second Empire.

133 T he narrative sources suggested that both in 1589 and 1603 the cavalry troops threatened the 
sultan by im plying that they could depose him ; Selaniki, Tarih, vol. 1, 211; H asanbeyzade, 
Tarih , vol. I ll, 692.



C H A P T E R  6

The Second Empire goes public
The age o f the janissaries

In this chapter, I first paint a broad picture of the polity that was consolidated 
in the aftermath of the regicide, as I address this question: what did the Second 
Empire mean politically after the contestation for its control was over -  or 
at least after the first round of this contestation? Then I paint in some details 
of this picture with a sharp focus on the janissaries, the leading actors of the 
Second Empire. In the last chapter my discussion of the political role of the 
central army concentrated on the cavalry troops because they were the ones 
who started the chain of revolts in the late sixteenth century. Although the 
cavalry troops were also active in the deposition of Osman II and a number of 
other incidents in the seventeenth century, it was the janissaries who ultimately 
ended up being recorded in tw entieth-century Ottoman historiography as one 
o f the two main culprits responsible for the Ottoman decline, the other being 
the ulema. The janissaries surpassed the cavalry troops in the political capital 
they accumulated throughout the seventeenth century. They eventually becamc 
the symbol o f the Ottoman ancien regime in the eyes of those who chose to 
call the order they instituted in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the 
“New Order.”

The janissaries were indeed the symbol o f the new political dynamics in 
w hat I call the Second Empire, which I cast as the imperial political system 
that replaced the patrimonial em pire o f the sixteenth century. However, to see 
them as such, we need to stop considering them, at least primarily, as an army. 
Thus I first discuss the janissaries as a sociopolitical organization and then 
focus on their political role in lim iting the power of the monarch during the 
Second Em pire by offering short analyses of some of the rebellions they took 
part in during the rest o f the seventeenth century.

The Second Empire (1580-1826)

Andrews and Kalpakli liken the m urder o f  Osman II to the m urder  o f  the 
beloved by llie lover in ihe context o f  early modern O ttoman cultural and 
literary history and suggest that it was the symbol o f  a fissure “that even 
has some o f  the underlying characteristics o f  Ihe very modern notion o f  the
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separation o f  church and state.” 1 A similar fissure opened up with this regicide 
in the bonds that held together the patrimonial empire. Elsewhere, I discussed 
how this m urder destroyed the conceptual ties that bound Ottoman notions o f 
government.2 Here my focus is on more tangible bonds.

The murder of Osman II by his slaves m arked the opening of a breach 
in the continuity between the sultan, his household, and his dominion -  the 
patrimonial empire. The Ottoman Empire of the mid-sixteenth century was 
the ultim ate em bodim ent of this continuity, as the larger polity was imagined 
as an expansion of the m onarch’s household. The political structures o f the 
empire that were constructed during the reign of M ehm ed II (1451-81) and 
perfected by Süleyman (1520-66) were based on the principle that the whole 
empire was the em peror’s patrimony and that he ruled it all personally with the 
help of his household slaves who were handpicked by his agents. One o f these 
handpicked slaves could first serve the sultan’s person as his sword-bearer at 
the court and then become the next governor of Egypt, whereas a lesser page 
at the palace could ascend to be the district governor of a small provincial 
town. The sultan was personally in charge of his household, sitting on top o f a 
pyram id-like organization, the power structures o f which extended throughout 
the entire empire.

This structure grew out o f the feudal political practices of the formative 
period of the Ottoman Empire (ca. 1300-1453), as the relationship between 
the suzerain and his vassals was transformed into that between the patriarch 
and his slaves. Thus, essentially, the pyramid-like political structure o f the 
em pire had not changed from its inception to the late sixteenth century.3 
As dem onstrated earlier, however, the sultan had been losing his agency in 
picking his slaves for a while as an increasing num ber of “outsiders” entered 
his political organization. W hat happened in 1622 extended this loss one step 
further: his slaves then picked their new m aster and murdered the old one. 
The sultan had lost all control in his own household and, by extension, in his 
empire.

W hat the murder of Osman II symbolized was a m uch more radical trans­
form ation than the mid-fifteenth-century change from  a feudal kingdom to 
a patrim onial empire. It represented a near rupture in the Ottoman political 
tradition as it came close to destroying the pyramid of political control. The 
various m ilitary rebellions o f the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 
that culm inated in the deposition of Osman II in 1622 opened the way for a 
fundam entally different political system from both the one that had been in 
place and the one that was going to replace it; hence, my suggestion to call 
the period o f ca. 1580-1826 the Second Empire. If  the political structures

' A ndrew s and K alpaklı, The A ge o f  Beloveds, 323.
2 I refe r to the ties that held together ethics, econom ics, and politics ¡11 the (ireco-lslam ic

intellectual tradition o f governance; see Te/.can, “T he Second Umpire,” 566.
3 See C hapter 3, 90. Colin Im bcr m akes a sim ilar point in his The O ttom an Umpire. I.<00 KiSO:

The Structure o f  Power (H am pshire: Palgrave M acm illan, 2002), 3 19 20.



o f the feudal kingdom and the patrimonial empire could be represented by a 
pyramid at the apex of which stood the sultan, the Second Empire would best 
be symbolized by a spider web with the monarch at the center but not on top 
of anyone else. Some people were closer to the center and others were farther 
away, and yet the web provided links to get closer to power even for those who 
w ere farthest away.

M oving along this imperial web, coming closer to the center, were the 
representatives o f social forces that were gradually taking over the military- 
administrative institutions of the empire. The very institutions that had been 
used to consolidate the political hegemony of the patrim onial empire over 
Ottoman society in the past were now being used to lim it the royal authority 
of the dynasty and its agents. The best representative o f these social forces 
were the ecnebin, or the “outsiders,” who were not themselves descendants of 
the em peror’s slaves but had bought their way into the imperial administration 
from the ranks o f commoners. In contrast to the patrimonial empire, which 
was a polity run mostly by slaves o f non-M uslim  origin who were positioned 
at the top of the ruling class over a majority M uslim  population, the Second 
Empire gradually cam e to be run predom inantly by M uslims who previously 
had been mostly excluded from the administrative-military ruling class. The 
subjects, or the re ’aya, were now becom ing part of the ruling group, or the 
askeri,4 yet another indication of the gradual destruction of the old ruling 
class’ ideal model of governance in w hich the classes o f society were to be 
kept in their places lest the commoners “whose appetites are not well-refined” 
take over the governm ent.5

W hereas the appropriation of patrim onial political structures by newly 
emerging social forces constituted the defining characteristic of the Second 
Empire, the “New Order” (nizam-i cedid), w hich was prom ulgated by Selim III 
in the late eighteenth century but could only be instituted in full force after 
the annihilation o f the janissaries in 1826, represented the revenge of the state 
on those social forces.6 The m odernizing autocratic governm ent that devel­
oped in the New Order, both in response to and  hand in hand with European 
imperialism, fostered the development o f new political elites whose members 
eventually took over the leadership of the empire and oversaw its dismember­
ment; this was as m uch their own making as that o f European imperialism  -  
hence the modern M iddle East.

Just as the modern M iddle East is a product o f the Ottoman New Order of 
the nineteenth century, our understanding of pre-nineteenth-century Ottoman

4 This process led to a transform ation in the m eaning o f  the term r e ’aya, w hich  eventually  cam e 
to denote (he em pire’s non-M uslim  subjects, w ho rem ained m ore excluded from  the ruling 
class than their M uslim  counterparts, as is touched upon in the conclusion o f  the p resent study.

5 Kmali /. ade,  Alilt'ik-i 'M a i, book II, 73.
6 A l though  the  N ew  O rd e r  usually  refers  to the  r e fo rm  p rog ram  o f  S e l im  III (1789-1807), in 

this  s tudy 1 use  it in a la rge r  sense to  re le i to  the  reg im e  g radua l ly  ins ti tu ted  in the  O t to m a n
I im pire a l te r  the  de s t ru c t io n  o f  the jan is sar ie s  in IK .’< >



history is very much shaped by the perspectives fostered by that same order. 
W hat I call the Second Empire is the ancien régime (nizam-ı kadim, or atik', i.e., 
old order) o f the Ottoman New Order.7 The Ottom an learned men of the early 
nineteenth centuiy were themselves very aware o f the novelty of the New O rder 
and as early as 1804 referred to the order of the past as the ancien régime. 
Some of these men actually preferred the Old Order to the new in several 
respects,8 and yet the dynamics of nineteenth-century history marginalized 
them  and brought the harbingers o f the New Order to the forefront o f Ottoman 
historiography.9 It was the historians of the New Order who held the Ottoman 
ancien régime responsible for the decline of the Ottoman Em pire.10 Thus later 
Ottoman historiography on the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries developed 
with an agenda that was already set by the historians of the nineteenth century: 
blaming the Ottoman decline on the ancien régime.

Another significant impact of the New Order on our understanding of 
Ottoman history was its growing preoccupation with social engineering. This 
interest was based on the assumption that the commoners could not be trusted 
to shape their own future: the well-educated new elite were expected to lead 
them there. Historians who held this assumption came to associate all polit­
ical processes in which the commoners, or people who claimed to represent 
them, played an active role with corruption and decay. Consequently, the rel­
ative democratization o f the Ottoman ruling classes as a result o f the entry of 
ecnebis was destined to be associated with the decline of the Ottoman Empire. 
If  we were to take off our social engineering glasses that carry the m ark o f the 
Ottoman New Order, we might actually find a very different Old Order than 
the one we are accustomed to see. I call this new conceptualization of the Old 
Order, which aims at analyzing it for what it was rather than approaching it as 
a deficient version of the patrimonial empire of Süleyman, the Second Empire.

The Second Empire corresponds to that period in Ottoman history in which 
the limits o f the political power o f the emperor and his court were questioned, 
challenged, and eventually redrawn by those members of the Ottoman society 
who m anaged to enter the ruling classes through their own efforts, as opposed 
to by royal will through the devşirme levy, which was based on the right of 
conquest. A lthough it is always very problematic to decide on dates for polit­
ical eras, as sociopolitical change does not happen overnight, for the sake of

7 M . Tayyib G ökbilgin, “N izam -ı ced id ,” İA, vol. IX, 309.
8 See Ö m er F a ’ik, “N izâm ü’l-atîk  (Istanbul Ü niversite Ktb. T Y  nr. 5836),” ed. A hm et Sarikaya, 

senior thesis (İstanbul Üniversitesi, 1979), w hich  is a prim e exam ple for a eulogy o f the OUI 
O rder from  1804.

9 A  recent study attem pts to represent the voice o f such m arginalized m en; see the ed ito r’s 
in troduction  to U beydullah K uşm ani and E bubekir Efendi, A siler ve Gaziler: Kabakçı M ustafa  
Risalesi, ed. Aysel D anacı Y ıldız (İstanbul: K itap Yayınevi, 2007), 7 -2 7 .

10 See Baki Tezcan, “The N ew  O rder and the fate o f  the old: The historiographical construction 
o f  an O ttom an ancien régime  in the nineteenth century,” in Umpires in ('(intention: Sociology. 
History, and  Cultural D ifference, eds. Peter l ;. Hang and Cliris A. liayly, forthcom ing from 
Palgrave.



chronology, I propose 1580 and 1826 as the years lim iting the lifespan of the 
Second Empire. I chose 1580 as the starting date because the last surviving 
vizier from Siileyman’s patrimonial empire in the Ottoman council o f minis­
ters, Semiz Ahmed Pasha, died in 1580 after holding the grand vizierate for 
about six months. Upon the death of Ahmed Pasha, M urad III entertained the 
possibility of ruling directly, w ithout a grand vizier.11 The object of politi­
cal power had changed. In a patrim onial empire in which feudal economic 
relations were still dominant, the em peror could delegate his political author­
ity to his slaves as he theoretically enjoyed the right to land in m ost parts 
of the empire, which he saw as his own personal patrimony. As market rela­
tions started to gradually transform Ottoman society, the em peror’s “slaves” 
became engaged in a contest with the em peror to control the empire-wide web 
of clients. Thus the emperor had to find creative ways of regaining his position 
of supreme authority, which was only possible by concentrating power at his 
court; hence, Ottoman absolutism.

During the period from 1580 to 1703 there was a fierce struggle be­
tween absolutists and constitutionalists in defining the boundaries of royal 
authority.12 The year 1703 divides the history of the Second Empire into two, 
as the last m ajor absolutist attempt to  recapture the reins of power by M ustafa 11 
came to a disastrous end that year. This year is also recorded as the one in 
which the last devşirme levy took place,13 which is an appropriate symbol lor 
the end of the dynasty’s attempts to sustain a patrimonial em pire run by the 
slaves of the emperor.

The second half of the life of the Second Empire began in 1703 and ended 
in 1826, the year in which M ahm ud II destroyed the janissaries, the ulti­
mate guardians o f  the Ottoman political order in the Second Empire. Not­
withstanding its close association with military and territorial decline, I regard 
this period as the golden age o f the Second Empire. During its golden age, 
the Second Em pire was functioning much more smoothly as the royal author­
ity had finally accepted the power o f the web that surrounded it. With the 
exception of the 1730 rebellion, which included new features that did not 
exist in earlier rebellions,14 the eighteenth century was more peaceful inter­
nally  than the formative period of the Second Empire (1580-1703). W hat 
was most striking about it, however, was its political leadership. Grand 
viziers like Nişancı M ehmed Pasha (1717-18), Naili Abdullah Pasha (1755),

11 Selaniki, Tarih, vol. I, 37, 128.
12 W hile 1 was com pleting  the final version o f  the present study, I noticed  the publication o f 

Hüseyin Y ılm a/,’s “ Constitutionalism  in the O ttom an E m pire before W estern ization ,” Dîvân: 
Journal o f  Interdisciplinary Studies 13/24 (2009): 1-30, w hich m ight shed further light on 
the political landscape o f the scvcnlecnlh century.

13 Donald Q ualacrl, The O ttom an Empire, 1700 1922 (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity Press, 
2000), 45.

14 The lifestyle o f the court and its powerful supporters was very much a target in 1730, w hich 
makes it a m ore com plicated sociopolitical event that needs to In- analyzed from  a variety o f 
pcrspcct ivcs.



Yirmisekizçelebizade M ehm ed S a’id Pasha (1755-6), M ehmed Ragib Pasha 
(1757-63), Hamid Hamza Pasha (1763), Silahdar M ahir Hamza Pasha (1768), 
and Yağlıkçızade M ehmed Emin Pasha (1768-9) were unheard o f in the six­
teenth century. The first one was the son of a M uslim  merchant from  a village 
in Kayseri; the second, third, fourth, fifth, and last ones were professional 
bureaucrats; the fifth one’s father was a M uslim  m erchant in a town around 
Niğde; the sixth one was the son of a wealthy M uslim  man from Karahisar; 
and the father of the last one was a rich M uslim  merchant from  Istanbul 
who traded with India.15 Unlike most of their predecessors during the age of 
the patrimonial empire, these grand viziers had not been handpicked by the 
devşirme collector representing the authority of the sultan but instead came 
from  the ranks of the socioeconomic elite.

The relatively smooth functioning of the Second Empire in the eighteenth 
century was the result o f the fine balance that the various representatives o f 
Ottoman social classes had reached after a long period of political struggles. As 
dem onstrated elsewhere, this balance was well reflected in the historiography 
of that era. In contrast to earlier periods of Ottoman history when chronicles 
com m issioned by the court generally failed to draw any attention outside the 
court, this era was marked by a wider acceptance o f  the official historiography 
produced by the state.16 This acceptance became possible because in the 
eighteenth century the government of the empire came to represent a much 
broader spectrum of social interests than ever before. Rather than limiting 
the ruling class as the dynastic institution of rule in the patrimonial empire 
tried to do, the eighteenth-century Ottoman state encompassed a larger ruling 
class and thus consolidated its legitimacy: the royal authority and its delegates 
had finally learned to share power. The social interests represented by the 
eighteenth-century Ottoman state included merchant classes in the cities whose 
members had infiltrated the janissary corps, as well as agricultural landlords 
who had secured official status for  themselves as provincial notables, or a ’yan. 
Yet, M ehm ed Ragib Pasha reportedly noted the fragility of the balance among 
the various interest groups, noting, “I am afraid that we shall be unable to 
re-establish order if we once break the harmony of the existing institutions,” 17 
a prophecy that came to realization in the century following 1826.

One of the key political features of the Second Empire was the regularization 
of Ottoman succession, as discussed in length in Chapter 2. Because the sultan 
did not acquire the throne by virtue of his devlet (fortune), his legitimacy no 
longer depended on his personal charisma, but rather was contingent upon his 
recognition of and respect for the law and the rights and privileges of jurists

15 O sm anzade Ta’ib A hm ed, D ilaverağazade Ö m er Vahid, A hm ed Cavid, and Bağdadi 
A bdülfettah  Şevket, H adtkat ül-vüzerâ [ve zeyilleri/  (İstanbul, 1271), part II, 27 9, XI 3, 
8 4 -6 , part III, 4 -8 , 8 -1 0 , 16-18, 18-19, respectively.

16 Tezcan, “O ttom an historiography.”
17 Niyazi Berkes, The D evelopm ent o f Secularism  in Turkey (M ontreal: Met ¡ill University I ’res',, 
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and established political corporations such as the janissaries. Gradually, the 
personage of the sultan lost so much o f the semi-sacred qualities of the past 
that he was regarded as powerless w ithout his office. Although Osman II and 
İbrahim  were killed after their depositions in 1622 and 1648 because their 
deposers perceived them to be political threats, later deposed sultans were 
deemed incapable o f plotting any potential comebacks and were allowed to 
remain alive, as if  they were merely retired state officials.18

Another im portant feature o f the Second Empire was the gradual dem ili­
tarization o f the upper ruling class, or its civi/ization -  civil in the sense o f 
being nonmilitary. In the long term there occurred the transformation o f a 
polity in which men with military power used to dom inate the political pro­
cess, changing the form  of government to one in w hich civilian power holders 
increasingly came to control the central political apparatus. This transforma­
tion had some democratic implications to the extent that men with military 
power were either born or conscripted into the ruling class, whereas civilian 
power holders could come from more m odest political backgrounds and make 
their way into the ruling class by virtue o f their socioeconomic capital. In 
contrast, the New Order of the nineteenth century was eventually hijacked by 
the members o f  the military elite as the Ottoman autocratic modernization 
effort made its greatest investment in the armed forces and the education of 
their officers. M odern Turkey is dealing with the long-term implications of 
this legacy to this very day.

Although this study is mainly focused on imperial political structures, il is 
important to note that power sharing and proto-democratization were also vis­
ible at the local level. Starting from  the late seventeenth century, local notables 
assumed gradually increasing political functions that transform ed them into 
effective intermediaries between localities and the imperial center. Both the 
expansion of com m ercial agriculture in large farms, or çiftliks, throughout 
the seventeenth century and the introduction of lifelong inalienable tax-farms, 
the malikanen, in 1695 were influential factors in the economic empowerment 
of local notables who used their socioeconom ic status to gain political author­
ity by acquiring from the state formal recognition of their status as a ’yan. The 
first local elections that determined the identity of the a ’yan  in a given locality 
likely took place in the 1680s, although little is known about the particular 
processes followed in these elections. In the eighteenth century, some Ottoman 
a ’yan  were to grow into regional dynasties that gained widespread support, 
from M uslims and non-M uslims alike.19

18 Both M ehm cd IV (1648 -8 7 ) and A hm ed 111 (170 3 -3 0 ) lived for six m ore years after their 
depositions and died in 1693 and 1736, respectively; lor the form er, see th is chapter, 218.

19 One o f (lie earliest studies in Hnglisli on (lie political role o f  the a ’yan  was D eena R. S adat’s 
“ Rumeli A yanlan: T he eighteenth ceıılury," .lin inini o f  M odern H istory  44  (1972): 346-63 ; 
lor a recent review ol die scholarship on die n ’ynn, sec Klioury, “The O ttom an cenlre versus 
provincial pow er holders;” lor an introduction lo die relevant scholarship in Turkish, see 
O /can  M eri, “ A yan,” İA?., vol. IV, l')S K.



Yet power sharing and proto-democratization in the provinces went well 
beyond the formally recognized institution of the a ’yan. Balkan historians 
and others who have focused on non-M uslim  communities of the Ottoman 
Empire have shown the existence of communal corporations that were de 
facto accepted by Ottoman courts despite the absence of the category of 
the corporation in ju rists’ law. Eleni Gara observes “a close link between 
the extension of the tax-farming system, collective liability for the paym ent 
of taxes, and the emergence of communal institutions,” which led to the 
evolution o f “an institutional framework regulating collective representation 
and internal administration” beginning from the early seventeenth century.20 
In the same period neighborhood cash wakfs, which were trusts founded 
by well-to-do neighbors the yields of whose donated funds would be used 
to ease the paym ent of certain taxes assessed on M uslim  neighborhoods, 
proliferated, suggesting that sim ilar developments were taking place in M uslim  
communities as well.21 Thus the proto-dem ocratization brought about by the 
monetization o f Ottoman econom y in the sixteenth century was not lim ited 
to imperial structures centered in Istanbul but permeated local communities, 
encouraging them  to develop mechanisms of self-government.

W hen the Ottoman dynasty stopped pushing for its own empowerm ent 
and acknowledged the power o f such institutions as the janissaries and the 
a ’yan, as well as the representational authority of local structures of self- 
government, the Ottoman state emerged as an institution that attracted respect 
from the representatives of emerging Ottoman social forces. It was then that 
the Ottomans could create an imperial currency to be used all over the empire, 
and it was also then that a relatively secular official historiography started to 
be read outside the court circles.22

In the rem ainder o f this chapter I substantiate some o f these theses about 
the proto-dem ocratization of Ottoman politics and the limitation of royal 
authority during the Second Empire by focusing on the janissary corps. In the 
following section, I treat the janissaries not simply as an army but rather as a 
sociopolitical corporation that was open to the lower levels o f Ottoman society. 
The last section discusses some of their rebellions in the seventeenth century 
and their political implications in terms of the lim itation of royal authority.

The janissary corps as a sociopolitical corporation

Did Osman II fall victim to a military rebellion or a sociopolitical transfor­
mation? The response to this question depends, among other things, on our

20 E leni G ara, “In search o f com m unities in seventeenth century O ttom an sources: The case ol 
the K ara Ferye district,” Turcica 30 (1998): 135-62, at 139.

21 £ izak$a, “Cash w aqfs,” 326-9 .
22 F or the developm ent o f  an im perial currency, see C hapter 1 ,1 8 ; for the historiography, see 

Tezcan, “O ttom an historiography,” 184 97; for secular im plications o f  Ihe way in which 
the O ttom an slalc o f  Ihe .Second Umpire im agined ilself, see T c/can , “The Second Umpire." 
569-70 .



understanding of the janissaries. Ottoman historiography in the twentieth cen­
tury was quite united in approaching the janissary corps of the seventeenth 
century as an army in decay. I do not challenge this observation in its entirety 
for there is no question about the relative decay of the janissary corps as a fight­
ing force. A com parison of Ottoman military history in the sixteenth century 
with that in the seventeenth century would easily confirm this observation.23 
M y objection is o f a different nature. W hen we look at the janissaries in the 
seventeenth century and simply see a m ilitary force, we actually miss a great 
deal o f Ottoman history. The janissary corps of the seventeenth century was 
one of the most dynamic sites for cultural, economic, political, and social 
history o f the O ttom an Empire in the early modern period. A very significant 
development was their growth into a heavyweight political actor in opposition 
to the court and its absolutist policies in the seventeenth century as exempli­
fied by a num ber of rebellions. However, the political significance of the corps 
went well beyond these rebellions.

W hat is m uch m ore striking than the janissary rebellions themselves is the 
gradual appropriation of the corps by the larger society that it was designed to 
keep suppressed politically. The barrier constructed between the rulers (askeri) 
and the subjects (re'aya ) had been one o f the central tenets o f the patrimonial 
empire in the period from  1453 to 1580. Politics was meant to be the domain 
of the askeri, who exploited the economic resources produced by the re’aya. 
The janissary corps was one of the m ost visible sites for the infiltration of the 
subjects (re’aya) into the ruling strata (askeri) as “outsiders,” thus destroying 
this barrier and with it the askeri’s m onopoly on politics. In short, a look at 
the janissary corps offers us the opportunity to witness the Ottoman society 
claiming its state, one janissary at a time.

The increasing involvement o f the janissaries in economic activities is sig­
nificant evidence indicating a growing presence of “outsiders” in the corps. 
As Cemal Kafadar reminds us, this involvement was not new; the janissaries 
had been involved in nonmilitary activities much before the late sixteenth 
century.24 In the late sixteenth century, however, the proportion o f janissaries 
who were prim arily  involved in such activities increased in relation to the 
num ber of fighting forces. If the absence o f the janissaries from  the city was 
directly reflected in the absence o f grocers in the marketplace at a time when 
the size of the janissary corps was growing, then it is not difficult to argue 
that some of the new janissaries came from the ranks of the grocers.25 The 
num ber of men enrolled in the janissary corps exploded in the 1580s and 
1590s in parallel to the explosion in the num ber of cavalry soldiers and m ost 
other salary-receiving personnel that was discussed earlier.26 The size of the 
janissary corps seemed lo decrease around 1610, most probably during the

21 See  Murp licy,  O ttom an Warfare, Aksan, O ttom an Wars. 1700 1X70.
24 Kafadar ,  “O n  llic puri fy,"  27X. S e e  S e lan ik i ,  Tarih, vol. II. (»15 6.
’<l Sec  ( 'l iaple r S. 177 *); llu' e im il lm cnl  mim liers  o f  I f>0‘> were’ a lready  r e a d ie d  in the  lale 15l)0s;

see  llu- figures lo r  I ()()(>/1 W / K in Âli, K unhii't alihar, TY ‘iOS1), I. ').’a ' ( ( a ,  r ep roduc ed  in
Minplu v, <>! fo/tnm W m f t i n ' ,  IV



F ig . 18 . A  ja n iss a ry  in h is u n ifo rm , d raw n  by  G en tile  B e llin i, ca. 1480; B ritish  M u seu m , 
P rin ts  &  D raw in g s, Pp , 1.19; co u rtesy  o f  th e  T ru stees o f  th e  B ritish  M u seu m .

grand vizierate o f M urad Pasha who m ight have successfully pressured the 
corps to cut down their numbers, as he was known for his iron fist.27 In the 
aftermath of 1622, the size of the corps resumed its growth for the long term, 
and the admission o f “outsiders” into the corps continued as a consequence of 
the janissaries’ success in consolidating their political power by the deposition 
they staged.28

Clearly, the essence of the corps was changing (see Figs. 18 and 19 con­
trasting fifteenth and eighteenth century janissaries). As noted by Quataert,

27 A ccording to Ayn Ali, in 1609 the num ber o f  jan issaries and their cadets exceeded 47,000, 
and they received a total salary o f  m ore than 100,000,000 akçe  s; Ayn Ali, “R isale ,” 88 -9 ; 
in the fiscal year o f  1613-14, however, the total salary paid to them  dropped to 83,883,91 I 
akçe  s -  I assum e that the latter figure included the salaries o f  the cadets because (here was 
no salary item  devoted to them  in the treasury balance sheet o f 1613-14; see M urphey, “The 
functioning o f  the O ttom an army,” 443.

28 In  the fiscal year 1661-2, 54,222 janissaries, excluding their cailels, received 148,477,02.0 
akçes in salary; see Ö m er Lûlli Barkan, “ 1070 1071 (1660 1661) laı ilıli Osmanli İnilmesi vr



F ig . 19. A  ja n iss a ry  in  h is da ily  a ttire , e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry ; fro m  an  a lb u m  en titled  L es  
p o r tr a its  d e s  d iffe ren s h a b illem en s q u i so n t en  usage a C o n s ta n tin o p le  e t  d a n s  to u t la  
Turquie, f. 92 ; co u rtesy  o f  th e  D eu tsch es  A rch äo lo g isch e s  In s titu t, A b te ilu n g  Istanbu l.

“These one-time professional soldiers had become a group who first of all 
were artisans and giiildsmen and only incidentally were on the military

b ir mukayese,”  İstanbul Üniversitesi İktisat i'akiihesi Mecmuası 17 (1 9 5 5 -5 6 ) : 3 0 4 -4 7 , at  
305, 310 ; llie  dalin}.', o l I l ı r  doeumenl published by B alkan  lia s been eoiTccled Io 1 6 6 1 -2 ; 
see l i ı iş a h  Abduı  ı al li ın o f’lu. “  I (>2 I I iiXO y ılla n  aras ında  ( »sınan 11 dev lei in in m erkezi hazine 
J-'elii ve f 'id e rle r i,” M A l l ie s is  ( Mai n ia ia  I In iv e rs ile s i, 1 ‘>KK), • I .



payroll.”29 The engagement o f the janissaries in crafts and trades became 
highly visible in the late sixteenth century and increased throughout the sev­
enteenth century such that, as suggested by Kafadar, in the eighteenth century 
“m ost of the Yeniçeris pursued non-military trades and most artisans were 
affiliated with the corps.”30

It is admittedly difficult to quantify the increasing involvement of the jan is­
saries in nonmilitary activities. Fortunately, however, Ottoman court records 
include detailed estate records for the people who had askeri (military) sta­
tus, including the janissaries. Legally speaking, those with askeri status were 
not limited to military personnel and officers but also included secretaries, 
servants, professors, judges, imams, preachers, and many others who were 
receiving salaries from the imperial administration or other public sources 
supervised by it. In addition, the wives, children, and freed slaves of the askeri 
were also included in this group. It is consequently hard to define this legal 
group as a social class even though it was inclusive of the ruling class, as 
it com prised both the governor-general of Egypt and the preacher of a small 
m osque.31 Thus an unequal distribution of wealth among them m ight well be 
expected. One would also expect that all o f these people would have depended 
for their livelihood on their salaries rendered for their professional services 
and thus would have accumulated their wealth in cash. A look at their estate 
records indicates that the first expectation is met exactly. The distribution of 
wealth among the askeri was as unequal as it was in the society at large. As for 
the second expectation, however, it is proven wrong. A considerable propor­
tion of their wealth was invested in commercial goods, suggesting that they 
were also engaged in trade and did not live off the salaries they received for 
their professional services. M ost importantly, the janissaries seemed to have 
had a special place among these asferi-m erchants.

A detailed study of askeri estates in the seventeenth century conducted 
recently by Said Öztürk suggests that the distribution of wealth within this 
group was drastically unequal. Öztürk studied around 1,000 estate records 
from the period 1595 to 1668.32 His sample includes every record found in 
the six surviving registers from this period in Istanbul. His findings clearly 
demonstrate that the legal category of askeri did not constitute a monolithic 
group but instead included people from a wide range of income groups. My 
reinterpretation of his data suggests, for instance, that the distribution of wealth 
among the askeri was just as unequal as it was in the rest of the Ottoman society. 
W hereas the richest 20 percent of the askeri controlled more than 80 percent of 
all wealth held by the members of the Ottoman askeri, the poorest fifth of the 
group had access to less than one percent of it in the first half of the seventeenl h

29 D onald  Q uataert, “The age o f  reform s, 1812-1914 ,” in A n Econom ic and  Socia l H istory o f
the O ttom an Em pire, 764.

3(1 Cemal K afadar, “Yeniçeri -  e sn a f  relations,” 85. 31 See C hapter 5, n. 118.
32 Said Ö ztürk, A skeri K assam a ail Onyeclinci A sır  Istanbul Tereke Defterleri: Sosyo ekonomik 

tahlil (Istanbul: Osm anlı Araştırm aları Vakfı, 1995).



century. The findings of Hiiseyin Ozdeger, who studied com m oners’ estates 
in Bursa in late fifteenth century, are similar in suggesting that there was a 
concentration of wealth in the richest quintile o f the population.33

T a b le . W ealth  d is tr ib u tio n  am ong  th e  a sk eri, 1 6 3 6 -5 134

T V E G
T h e T h e T h e div ided
value value valu e T h e T h e  to tal by  the
o f  the o f  the o f  the av erage v a lu e  o f total
sm a lles t la rg est m ed ian valu e  o f es ta te s  in value

N u m b er es ta te e s ta te es ta te es ta tes th e  g ro u p o f  all
o f in the in  the in  the in  the (T V E G esta tes

G roups es ta tes g roup g roup g ro u p g roup in a kçes) ( x  100)

1 st qu in tile 52 380 9 ,2 6 2 4 ,6 3 8 4 ,8 0 2 249 ,713 0 .6 %
2 n d  qu in tile 51 9 ,3 5 0 2 5 ,559 16,184 16,802 8 56 ,908 2 .2  %
3 rd  q u in tile 51 2 6 ,010 5 1 ,109 3 5 ,9 0 0 36,921 1 ,882 ,948 4 .7 %
4 th  q u in tile 52 5 1 ,200 161,408 80 ,808 8 7 ,054 4 ,5 2 6 ,8 1 7 11.4 %
5 th  qu in tile 52 164,856 2 ,8 0 1 ,9 8 4 39 1 ,7 9 6 6 2 1 ,0 1 4 3 2 ,2 9 2 ,7 4 0 8 1 .1 %
T otal 258 380 2 ,8 0 1 ,9 8 4 3 6 ,126 154,299 3 9 ,8 0 9 ,1 2 6 100.0 %

Although the distribution o f wealth among the Ottoman askeri mirrored 
that in the larger society, among the various groups constituting the askeri, 
the janissaries seemed to be closest to the urban commoners in two important 
respects. First, they were much more involved in trade than other significant 
askeri groups, and second, the sizes o f their estates were comparable to those 
o f the commoners. Öztürk found that on average, more than 6 percent of 
the askeri estates consisted of commercial goods.35 Yet, more than twice this 
percentage o f the janissaries’ estates consisted of commercial goods.36 Thus, 
in this way the janissaries resem bled the merchant population o f the city, and 
the distribution of wealth among their ranks made them  an almost exact match 
to a comparable sample of commoners. The datasets that could form  the basis 
o f a comparison between the estates o f the commoners and those of the askeri 
come from the first half of the seventeenth century in Bursa and Istanbul. 
Özdeğer provides summary data for a register of com m oners’ estates from 
1639-40 in Bursa, and Ö ztürk’s study includes a detailed inventory of askeri 
estates found in a register dating from 1636-46 in Istanbul. W hat is striking to 
observe is that, although the estates of the askeri were on average much larger 
than those o f the commoners, the janissary estates recorded in Istanbul on 
average were actually slightly smaller than those of Bursa’s commoners if  two

33 H iis c y iıı Ö zdcğcr, I4 6 J  1640 Y ılla n  Hursa Şehri Tereke D efterleri (İstanbul: İstanbu l
Üniversitesi İklisal Fakültesi Yayınları, l*)XH), U 5  42.
Based on O /lıirk 's  reproduction o f  his raw dala, İsim ıbul tereke D efterleri, 450 65.
Ibid., I45. S ee  the  rows “ b e şe ,” Varil ,” and  “ solak ye sa ı ı , ” in ibid.. ISS.



unusually large estates are excluded from the estates o f janissaries.37 To sum 
up, among the Ottoman askeri in the first half o f the seventeenth century, the 
janissaries seemed to be economically most involved in mercantile activities 
and much closer to the commoners than they were to other groups within the 
askeri in the amount of wealth they managed to accumulate.

This striking closeness between the composition and size of the estates of 
janissaries and commoners was primarily brought about by the infiltration of 
commoners into the janissary corps, made possible by its relative autonomy. 
Unlike in other segments of the Ottoman army and the administrative appara­
tus, entry into the janissary corps was to a large extent handled by janissary 
officers themselves. An early-seventeenth-century treatise on the traditions 
that governed the janissary corps drew attention to the uniqueness of the corps 
in producing its own payroll registers.38 Although the sultan could theoreti­
cally check the growth of the corps from one payday to the next, which were 
usually every three to six months, in practice very few sultans seemed to do 
so,39 Thus the janissaries were able to increase their numbers and also control 
to a considerable degree the choice o f their new recruits.

Although part of the ease with which the janissaries were able to legitimize 
their growth was related to the increasing use of infantry in warfare, as argued in 
the last chapter, this reason does not sufficiently explain the corps’ expansion. 
The growth in the number of the cadets (acemiyan) in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries did not parallel that o f the janissaries, suggesting 
that m ost o f the new recruits came from among the M uslim population as 
opposed to the devşirme s.40 Had the need for more infantry soldiers been 
the driving force for the expansion of the corps, one would have expected 
the Ottoman administration to increase the num ber of cadets with a view to 
training more infantry soldiers capable of using firearms. Yet, the num ber of 
cadets seemed to remain constant or decline during the seventeenth century.41 
That is why I argue for the primacy o f socioeconomic factors in bringing 
“outsiders” into the corps rather than reasons related to wars.

The available evidence suggests that the social groups represented in the 
growing num bers of janissaries were diverse and included, among others,

37 T he average size o f  estates left behind by a sam ple o f  163 com m oners in B ursa in 1639—40 
was 27,907 akçes; see Özdeğer, Bursa Tereke D efterleri, 141, the last tw o lines o f  Table 36. 
Ö ztürk, İstanbul Tereke D efterleri, 450 -7 , lists 133 estates from  1636-46, 31 o f  w hich may 
be identified as belonging to janissary-related  fam ilies (estate num bers 7, 13, 22, 23, 27, 33, 
34, 3 5 ,3 7 ,4 4 , 46, 5 0 ,5 1 ,5 3 ,5 6 ,  70, 7 5 ,8 1 ,8 6 , 90, 94, 9 5 ,9 9 , 101, 104, 106, 108, 121, 125, 
129, and 132). T he average estate size for this group o f  thirty-one individuals was 142,090 
akçe  s. How ever, if  one excludes tw o unusually large estates from  the sam ple (estate num bers
22 and 56) and takes the average o f the rem aining 29 estates, one reachcs the figure o f 25,540 
akçes.

38 A nonym ous, “K avânîn-i yeniçeriyân,” 250.
39 For reports subm itted to an unidentified sultan w ho was closely supervising all payroll 

registers, see Topkapı Sarayı Arşivi, E. 1730/1-7.
40 See C hapter 5, 179.
41 C om pare Ayn Ali, “R isale,” 89, with Barkan, “ 1070 107 I,” 3 I I .



members of the upper classes, such as the sons of the mevali, or the lords of 
the law.42 But the lower segments of the middle classes stand out as the chief 
source o f the new recruits. Ottoman narrative sources from the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries included several references to commoners 
of M uslim origin buying their way into the janissary corps.43 They either 
managed to bribe the devşirme collector to accept their son into the corps of 
cadets, or adult M uslim  males themselves bribed janissary officers to allow 
them to directly enter the janissary corps. For the janissaries to increase in 
numbers, then, the first necessary ingredient was the growth o f a social class 
that could afford to pay the entry fee to the corps, which O ttom an sources 
regarded as a bribe and opposed ardently. According to a senior janissary who 
complained of the practice in the early seventeenth century, the average bribe 
that commoners paid to enter the corps was around 55 gold ducats -  or, at 
the contemporary exchange rate o f 120 akçes per gold coin, the equivalent o f 
6,600 akçe s.44 Although a peasant would have found it difficult to save this 
amount, for someone working in the city, the sum was manageable. A skilled 
worker made around 23 akçes per day around this tim e;45 thus the entry fee to 
the corps was less than a year’s salary for a skilled worker.

The next question to ask is what one would gain from entry into the janissary 
corps in, let us say, the early seventeenth century. The only certain answer is 
a negative one: the salary may not have been the reason. The salaries of most 
janissaries were lower than the wages o f  unskilled workers who, on average, 
made 14 akçes a day in the 1610s.46 In addition, for a married man with 
children, some of the fringe benefits, such as housing at the barracks, did not 
mean much. So why would a city dweller jo in  the janissary corps if the pay, 
which started around 3 akçes a day in the early seventeenth century, would 
not even decently cover one’s daily food (that amount would purchase a loaf 
of bread, three eggs, and three pounds o f apples around 1600)?47 Yet people 
were ready to pay the equivalent of 6,600 akçes as a bribe to place themselves 
in the corps. There m ust have been other incentives, then, that made the corps 
such an attractive place for the commoners.

One very im portant incentive for joining the corps, particularly for someone 
who wanted to start a business or expand an existing one, m ust have been the 
availability of credit. According to Paul Rycaut, the British am bassador to the 
Ottoman Empire in the second half o f the seventeenth century, “a Treasury

42 U zunçarşılı noted that the im perial adm inistration  perm itted  the entry o f  the sons o f  the m evali 
and other judges into the jan issary  corps in 1592; Kapukulu, vol. I, 152.

43 Anonym ous, “ Kitâb-ı m üstetâb,” 11; Koçi Bey, R isa le , 45.
44 Anonym ous, “K avânîn-i ycniçeriyan,” 252.
45 Süleym an Ö zınucur and Şevket Pam uk, “Real w ages and standards o f  living in the O ttom an 

Empire, 14X9-1914,” Journal o f  Econom ic H istory  62 (2002): 292 -3 2 1 , a t 301.
46 Ibid.
47 Uzunçarşılı, Kopııknlıı, vol. I, 4 1 I ; Miibahal S. Kütiikoğlu, “ 1009 (1600) tarihli narh defterine 

göre İslaııbııl'ıla çeşidli eşya ve lıizmel lialları,” 'liırilı Enstitüsü  Dergisi 9 (1978): 1-85, at 
22, 27, 2‘).



of unknown sums which have descended to the Common Bank” was one o f 
the sources of wealth that made the janissaries rich and powerful. A lthough 
Rycaut did not explain the “Common Bank” in great detail, he believed that 
its funds grew as the estates o f the deceased janissary aghas, or generals, were 
folded into it.48

Contemporary Ottoman sources suggested that there were two kinds of 
treasuries within the janissary corps. The one at the headquarters (ağa kapusi), 
called the “black coffer (kara sandık),” functioned as a safe rather than a bank. 
If a janissary died while his inheritors were still minors, his estate would be 
sold and the money thus raised would be kept in this “black coffer” for the 
minor to claim it upon his maturity.49

Although it is quite plausible that the general o f the janissaries and other 
high-ranking officers may have used the funds in the “black coffer” for safe 
investments so that an inheritance would not lose its value against inflation, 
there also was a different type o f treasury that was m eant to be used as a bank. 
Each janissary company (orta) had one of these banks, which lent money 
both to its members and to outsiders. The capital o f these banks m ust have 
been large enough to finance long-distance traders, such as a certain Jovan of 
Dubrovnik, who disappeared with 180,000 akçes that he borrowed from  the 
sixty-sixth company of the janissaries around 1618.50 Certainly, janissaries, 
such as the ones who traded with England and Venice, could use these banks 
as well.51 Some of the capital came from the estates o f janissaries who did not 
have any inheritors, some was held in trust until an inheritor would reach full 
age, and some was money bestowed by the well-off janissaries for the food 
supply o f their comrades and the upkeep o f their barracks.52 The last source 
of money confirms that the janissaries did not constitute an economically 
monolithic group. Some probably did live in the barracks and made use of 
some fringe benefits, such as subsidized meat. But a married janissary, such as 
a certain Ferhad who lived in a house that was sold for 76,000 akçes in 1621,53 
m ost probably dropped in to the barracks rarely and instead m inded his own 
business, w hich made it possible for him  to purchase that house, which he 
could never have afforded had he lived off his janissary salary only. It must 
have been the likes of Ferhad who made it possible for the less fortunate 
janissaries to enjoy decent food, lighting, and heat at the barracks by donating 
sums o f money to the bank o f their company. Thus, the janissary corps attracted 
both people who needed credit and those who could use that credit to make 
money and then invest part of their proceeds into their companies.

There is also some evidence suggesting that the capital o f the banks in 
the janissary companies were used for purposes other than lending. Some 
eighteenth-century documents dealing with janissaries of North Africa clearly

48 Paul R ycaut, The Present State o f  the O ttom an Em pire  (London: John Starkey and Henry
B rom e, 1668), 193, 197.

49 A nonym ous, “Kavânîn-i yeniçeriyim ,” 1X0,254.
50 Y ıldırım , H2 N um aralı M ühimine, 184 5. M See C hapter 5, IX1), n. 130.
52 A nonym ous, “ Kavâııîıı i yenileriy im ,” 17') XI), 251. İM )A, I ). li.ŞM (OT.



suggested that these janissaries could create partnerships with their company 
banks, matching the funds of their common treasury with their labor.54 Partner­
ships involving janissaries were to be found in the seventeenth century as well. 
In most o f these cases the janissaries provided the capital, w hich they could 
easily borrow from  their com pany’s bank, whereas others did the trading.55 
A kif Aydin’s research suggests that, by the eighteenth century, the janissary 
company bank had evolved to assume w hat would later be called a corporate 
identity.56

The corps provided other benefits for potential small businessmen. The 
immunity of janissaries from regular procedures of prosecution applied to 
everyone else, which secured them a trial by their elders and peers as opposed 
to a court o f law, proved to be an invaluable advantage in business. If one 
were protected by the immunity o f m embership in the corps, then judicial 
authorities or market inspectors could not interfere with one’s business. Thus a 
merchant who became a janissary could engage in a broader variety o f business 
practices than could a regular merchant, such as breaking the price ceilings in 
their dealings with others. In the Ottoman marketplace, which continued to try 
to keep the appearance of a tightly controlled market in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, price ceilings were supposed to be enforced by 
market inspectors, or muhtesibs. But neither the market inspectors nor the local 
judges apparently intervened in the business of janissary merchants, leading 
others to raise complaints about them and the central authority to issue orders 
prohibiting janissaries to engage in trade. That these prohibitions did not mean 
much is clear from  their frequent repetitions.57

Small businessmen also enjoyed the benefits of the immunity provided by 
membership at the janissary corps in relation to guild regulations. The Ottoman 
urban economy was not only controlled by market inspectors but also several 
self-enforcement mechanisms built around the guilds supervised the activity 
o f  people engaged in a certain trade. In the late sixteenth century, for instance, 
officers of the metalworkers guild com plained about the noncompliance of 
their “soldier” m em bers with certain regulations. Interestingly enough, the 
response of the central authority in this particular case was not to prohibit

54 Fethi Gedikli, O sm anlı Şirket Kültürü: X V I—XVII. Yüzyıllarda M udârebe U ygulam ası (İstan­
bul: İz, 1998), 137-8, no. 431.

55 Ibid., 96, 136; see also F. G edikli, “ İstanbul’da  para  vakıfları ve m udârebe ,” H ak-lş D ergisi 
(N ovem ber 1999): 6 8 - 7 3 :1 w ould like to thank the author for providing m e w ith an electronic 
version o f  this piece; fo r a slightly different case involving jan issaries, see M urat Ç ızakça, 
A Com parative Evolu tion  o f  B usiness Partnerships: The Islam ic World and Europe, w ith  
Specific Reference to the O ttom an A rchives  (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 79.

56 M. A k if Aydın, “ Kyiip şeriye sicillerinden 184, 185 vc 188 num aralı defterlerin  hukuki tahlili,” 
in IH. Yüzyıl Ktulı S icilleri Işığında E yüp 'te  Sosyal Yaşam, ed. Tülay Artan (İstanbul: T ürkiye 
Ekonomik vc Toplum sal Tatili Vakli. l l)9X), 71. Islamic law did nol form ally recognize 
co iporale kleıılily.

57 T Irmv arc  Iwo from  1581 r ep roduce d  in A h m e d  Kelik | A l l m a y l ’s On A ltıncı Asırda İstanbul 
Hayalı (15.‘¡.I I5 (>l) (I stanbul:  IV vle l  B as ım evi ,  l 'HO),  HO  I, no. SO; and I l/,ıını,;ai',şılı, 
Kapifknln, vol. I, (t; see a lso  K a l a d a ı , ")ı-n içt’n  esıiıi/ le la l ın ı ıs , -1 S.’



commercial activities by soldiers, but rather to condem n the soldiers for not 
following the established customs of their guild.58

Janissary tradesmen eventually found very effective ways of circumscribing 
the guild regulations. Thirty years after the case of the metalworkers guild 
cited earlier, a new com plaint was filed by a m em ber o f the guild of sesame 
oil sellers. The petitioner Hacı M ehmed stated that their officers used to be 
from  among the elders of the guild, who were all commoners. Thus when 
new supplies arrived, they would purchase them together; and when taxes 
were levied, they would pay them  together. But their current officers were all 
janissaries. They were purchasing most o f the supplies that arrived in the city, 
but when taxes were levied, they were not sharing the burden with the rest o f  
the guild members. Hacı M ehm ed had apparently petitioned about this case 
earlier with no avail. Now he was trying once again, hoping that the central 
authority would intervene in his guild and change its leadership.59

This case reflected the rising socioeconomic leverage of “soldier” business­
men in Istanbul. Unfortunately it is not clear whether the new leadership of 
Hacı M ehm ed’s guild was chosen by the members of the guild or appointed 
by the central authority. Eunjeong Yi’s detailed study of Istanbul guilds in 
the seventeenth century suggests that, whereas some guilds chose their own 
officers, in others the guild leaders were appointed.60 As noted in the previous 
chapter, members of the imperial cavalry troops were indeed appointed to 
guild offices in this period, but there is no evidence o f  janissary appointments. 
Thus in this case what we are observing might well be the rise of janissary 
merchants to governing positions in their guilds through their own devices, 
such as building a following that would support them. It is significant to note 
that Hacı M ehm ed came alone to complain and was not accompanied by other 
sesame oil sellers who were as adversely affected by the janissary leadership 
as he was. Therefore one may assume that some members of the guild were 
actually on the side of the janissary leadership.

The janissary connection continued to help the aspiring small businessmen 
of Istanbul and encouraged more to jo in  the corps. According to Yi, the 
involvement of janissaries in the guilds of Istanbul increased notably during 
the seventeenth century. W hereas less than 20 percent of cases involving 
guild matters referred to “soldier” members in the 1610s, by the 1660s this 
percentage had almost reached 50 percent. Thus the janissaries who started 
infiltrating certain guilds in the late sixteenth century came to lead some of 
them and enter many more during the seventeenth century. As Yi notes, some 
o f these “soldier” businessmen were janissaries originally and entered trades 
later, whereas others were commoners who joined the corps to increase their 
prospects in business.61

58 [A ltm ay], O n A ltıncı Asırda, 134-5 , no. 57 . 59 Y ıldırım , H2 Numaralı M ühim ine, 20  I.
60 E unjeong Yi, G uild D ynam ics in Seventeenth-cenlury İstanbul: l'lu itlitv  and  Leverage

(Leiden: Brill, 2004), 74.
61 Ibid., 133, 139.



The im pression one gets from the contemporary sources is that the com ­
moners who joined the janissaries were more numerous than the members 
of the corps who entered trades. In a petition from 1649, for instance, the 
cadets sarcastically asked while waiting for their graduation whether they 
should quit and becom e porters so that they could actually enter the janissary 
corps by bribes as so many grocers and porters did.62 Although the authors 
o f the political treatises of the time, w hich enumerated the factors that con­
tributed to what they called the social disorder, did mention the janissaries 
who picked up trades as one of those factors, their factor o f choice, the ulti­
mate evil, was the entry of commoners into the corps. For instance, when 
Koci Bey, the m ost well known o f the Ottoman authors who wrote on these 
issues, discussed the decay of the janissaries, his critique concentrated on the 
various practices that made it possible for commoners to buy their way into the 
corps.63

In contrast to the janissary corps that expanded with the entry o f commoners, 
the imperial cavalry troops -  the m ajor actors of the late-sixteenth-century 
rebellions -  were in eclipse during the seventeenth century. Part of the reason 
for this development was the structural rigidity o f the cavalry troops. They 
were supposed to be elite troops receiving high salaries and, later, lucrative tax 
collection assignments. Because of the finite nature o f economic resources, 
membership in such an expensive body could not be expanded beyond a 
certain limit, unlike the janissaries whose daily wages were negligible when 
compared with those o f the cavaliers. A closely related reason for the decline of 
the imperial cavalry was the growth o f the political power of the janissaries. As 
the janissaries grew in numbers and, more importantly, developed relationships 
with the people o f Istanbul through the large num ber o f commoners who joined 
their ranks, their political capital becam e m uch larger than that of the cavalry 
troops. In addition, the Ottoman administration cut the number of soldiers in 
the cavalry forces during the seventeenth century as the significance of the 
cavalry in military operations dwindled. By the second half o f the seventeenth 
century, the janissaries and their urban allies had practically marginalized the 
cavalry troops in O ttom an politics.64

It is important to note, however, that the relationship that the janissaries built 
and developed with the people of Istanbul, whom they gradually came closer 
to represent in their makeup, was complex and not devoid of problems. To 
start with, the O ttom an city dweller was not a monolithic category. As pointed 
out earlier, O zdeger’s study o f the estates of commoners in Bursa in the 
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries demonstrates that the distribution 
o f wealth in Ottoman society was far from equal. Twenty percent of the 
population seemed to control 80 percent o f the wealth. One would expect the 
economic interests o f the rich to be at some variance with those of the middle
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classes. Similarly, the “soldier” businessmen did not constitute a monolithic 
body and had quite varying sizes of capital at their disposal. For instance, Fethi 
G edikli’s study of partnership records belonging to people of askeri status in 
court registers suggests that, o f twenty-three cases, eight had capital of 3,000 
akçes or less, and seven operated with capital ranging between 3,000 and
20.000 akçe  s. The other eight cases were partnerships that had 20,000 akçe  s 
or m ore invested, with 150,000 and 60,000 akçes ranking as the two largest 
partnerships.65 It is quite plausible that a janissary with a capital o f 2,000 akçen 
m ight find his interests to be at times opposed to another whose capital was
20.000 akçen. The same would be the case for their “civil” partners as well. 
Thus one m ight expect that some economic problem s faced in the marketplace 
m ight have evoked different responses from different janissaries, as they did 
from  different businessmen.

For example, at times the janissary officers who had access to larger capital 
thanks to their powerful position within the corps engaged in monopolistic 
practices that were resented by the tradesmen of the city who included rank- 
and-file janissaries. A clear reflection of this conflict of interest was seen 
during the 1651 protests, as described in Yi’s detailed study. Representatives 
of guilds were protesting about several issues in 1651. One o f their m ajor 
complaints was that they “had to buy copper, hazelnuts, salt, soap, resin, 
fustian, D iyarbakır cotton cloth, alum, morocco leather, and so on brought in 
through the connections o f  janissary officers and im posed by the governmen t 
at three times ‘norm al’ prices.” As Yi notes, the officers were all the more 
outraged because many janissaries whom “they had considered to be on their 
side, had also participated in the protest.”66 Clearly not every janissary was on 
the side of their officers. To the contrary, as the example of 1651 indicates, the 
janissaries acted in accordance with their specific economic interests, which 
at times were different from those of their officers.

The political groups of the Ottoman imperial capital, then, were not nec­
essarily stratified along the lines of such corporate bodies as janissaries or 
tradesmen. Just as the janissary officers who at times could impose prices on 
the market m ust have had their collaborators in the imperial m arket network, 
the guildsm en who protested against them had their allies among the janis­
saries who were themselves small tradesmen. Thus the lines that divided the 
sociopolitical groups were not easy to draw. The m ost plausible one seemed 
to be the size of economic capital to which an individual had access. The
1651 protests by the guildsmen suggested that the big capital’s alliance with 
the janissary officers enabled them to set prices in the market and thus turn 
the relatively pluralistic market into a monopoly. This monopolistic tendency 
seemed to be opposed by the smaller merchants who preferred an open anti 
competitive market in which some janissaries were also involved. The paucity 
of records and the current state of research on the available material do nol

65 G edikli, Şirket, 136-7. Yi, G uild  D ynam ics, 217, 223.



allow one to assert stronger claims at this point. However, Robert Brenner’s 
M erchants and Revolution, which argues that some o f the better established 
merchants were royalists during the English Revolution while some of the 
newer ones supported the parliament, may well find its counterpart in two 
opposing groups of merchants in the Ottoman capital.67

Having said that the janissaries did not always share common interests, 
especially with regard to their economic investments, I m ust emphasize that 
there were times when they acted in unison, such as in m ost o f the deposi­
tions of the seventeenth century. Yet even at these times there may well have 
been dissidents to the common course o f action adopted by the majority of 
the janissaries. However, these dissidents were either persuaded to join the 
majority during the consultation session the janissaries took part in before 
m ajor uprisings or simply remained in their houses. In such instances when 
the majority acted in consensus, what usually was at stake was their ability to 
have an impact on the policies o f the court. They acted together when they 
felt that their political power that helped them draw the boundaries of royal 
authority was threatened. They knew all too well that w ithout their politi­
cal privileges, they would also lose their economic advantages, whether they 
were janissary magnates with large amounts o f capital or others allied with 
small-scale businessmen. Thus, for instance, in the deposition of Osman II 
in 1622 the janissaries did not have any difficulty in coming together, and in 
the aftermath o f the regicide, they quickly developed a sophisticated political 
language to retell the history of their rebellion.68

The basic conclusion one can draw from the seventeenth-century janissary 
rebellions, which I discuss briefly in the next section, is that the janissaries 
proved to be invincible and enforced their political autonomy, notwithstand­
ing the designs of others aimed at lim iting their political power. Despite the 
autocratic politics o f Murad IV during the latter half of his reign and the 
attempts of the Köprülü viziers to suppress the political power of the jan is­
saries in the second half of the seventeenth century, the janissaries survived 
into the eighteenth century. The fact that they had become something very 
different from w hat was originally intended was acknowledged with the end 
o f the devşirme-based conscription. In the eighteenth century the janissaries 
assumed full control over new membership. M ost o f the new members were 
adult men who had their own jobs.69 As was the case in the seventeenth century, 
m ost seemed to com e from the middle classes.

The connections between the corps and the tradesm en o f the imperial capital 
that had been developing since the late sixteenth century seemed to evolve 
into an almost virtual identification in some cases; hence the observation of 
a contemporary that “many of the ortas or com panies” had virtually become

67 RoIxtI Brenner, M en iita a s  am i Rcvohilittti: ( 'om m ereial (h a n g e , Palilieal Confiicl, and
lAiiulon's Overseas Traders, /VV.J /6S.i (lYiiieeloii: IVineelon Univers i ty  Press,  l l)93).
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“guilds of bakers, butchers, glaziers, boatmen, armorers, and so forth.”70 Thus 
if  one was hard-pressed to determine the economic class distinctions among 
the janissaries, one could assert that the lower segments o f the middle classes 
continued to make up the majority of the corps.71 Perhaps the question of 
capital formation in the Ottoman Empire may benefit from a reconsideration 
based on this observation. The resilience of the janissaries may have created 
a more “democratic” distribution of capital among the economically active 
urban population engaged in business. W hat is beyond any doubt, however, is 
that the political power of the janissaries was at its height at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century. W hen S an  M ehmed Pasha made recommendations to 
reform the corps so as to make its members more obedient to royal authority 
in the early eighteenth century, he did not forget to add that “it is impossible to 
put an end to these conditions by action from outside the corps.” It was only 
in consultation with janissary officers that the corps m ight be reformed; any 
other attempt would simply fail.72

Let me emphasize that the rising political profile of the janissaries in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was an empire-wide phenomenon. It was 
not just in Istanbul that the janissary corps established firm control over the 
political process. Contemporary examples from Aleppo, Baghdad, Belgrade, 
Damascus, M osul, and Tunis suggested that local corps of janissaries had 
grown into significant players in local politics all over the empire.73 The close 
connections between the janissaries and middle-class commoners, especially 
in trade, seem ed to exist in these localities as well. D ina K houry’s discussion 
of janissaries in Mosul is instructive: “The janissaries were no longer an elite 
fighting force stationed in the city; they had becom e part of the population 
and taken on a variety of occupations ranging from artisanal production to tax 
farming and trade.”74 However, although the janissaries had becom e significant 
economic and political actors throughout the empire, it was in Istanbul that 
they engaged in their most high-profile activities, the subject o f the rem ainder 
of this chapter.

70 W alter L ivingston W right, Jr., “Introduction ,” in Sarı D efterdar M ehm ed Pasha, Ottom an  
Statecraft: The B ook o f  Counsel fo r  Vezirs and  G overnors (N a sâ ’ih ül-vüzera v e ’l-üm era) 
o f  Sarı M eh m ed  Pasha, the D efterdar, ed. and tr. W. L. W right, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton 
U niversity  Press, 1935), 41, citing an O ttom an contem porary, Ignatius M ouradgea D ’ Ohsson, 
Tableau general de Vempire othom an, 7 vols. (Paris, 1788-1824), vol. VII, 342-3 .

71 See Q uataert, “Janissaries, artisans,” 264 -8 .
72 M ehm ed Pasha, O ttom an Statecraft, 114-5.
73 See H erbert L uther Bodm an, Political Factions in A leppo, 1 7 6 0-1826  (C hapel H ill: University 
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The janissary rebellions of the seventeenth century

In this section I draw a portrait of the janissaries as a m ajor political power that 
effectively limited the royal authority o f the sultan, m ore often than not in an 
uneasy alliance with the lords of the law. Rather than discussing every single 
act of protest, I focus on a few rebellions and contextualize them  as responses 
to absolutist policies, taking into account the contemporary representations of 
these events as well.75

Ten years after the deposition o f Osm an II, the janissaries once again inter­
vened in the political process in defense of their vested interests. In 1632, 
M urad IV had just dismissed his grand vizier Husrev Pasha, who was leading 
a military campaign against Safavid Persia to regain Baghdad, which had been 
lost to the Safavids during the second reign o f M ustafa I (1622-3). The appar­
ent cause o f Husrev Pasha’s dismissal was his failure to recapture Baghdad. 
Although contem porary Ottoman sources did not condone all of the actions 
of the soldiers in response to the dismissal o f Husrev Pasha, some clearly sug­
gested that this dismissal was unwarranted, as he had shown some progress 
on the Safavid front. It is also clear from the sources that the soldiers o f the 
central army, especially the janissaries, were very loyal to Husrev Pasha, who 
had been their general during the Anatolian civil war that followed the regicide 
of Osman II. Later as grand vizier, Husrev Pasha had captured A baza M ehmed 
Pasha and brought that civil war to an end. He was also a strong supporter 
o f the autonomy of the janissary corps and opposed M urad IV ’s efforts to 
take control o f their payroll registers, w hich would have checked their growth. 
Thus the members of the central army corps were correct in perceiving his dis­
missal as an action undertaken against their interests. To appease their protests, 
Murad IV had to give up his next grand vizier, Hafiz Ahmed Pasha, whom the 
protesters executed at once. Incidentally, Hafiz Ahmed had been another one 
o f Osman II’s close allies.76

Murad IV, however, was adamant about taking the army corps under his 
control as a means of establishing his absolute authority over the empire. That 
is why he ordered the execution of Husrev Pasha, thereby dealing a heavy 
blow to the janissaries. W hen the news o f his execution reached the imperial 
capital, the soldiers staged a second round of protests. As with their revolt 
ten years earlier in 1622, their targets were individuals who were some of 
the closest men to the sultan. They asked for the execution of three men, two 
o f whom were close confidants of M urad IV. The sultan had just appointed 
one of them, Hasan Halife, to the com m and of the janissaries, which was

75 For the problem atic relationship betw een the jan issaries and the ulem a, see Kafadar, 
“Yeni{-eri -  esn a j 're la tio n s ,” 9 0 -3 ; lor a m ore com plete list o f jan issary  rebellions than 
the one offered here, see Kaladar, “Janissaries and o ther riffraff," 123.
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clearly an attempt to bring their corporation under closer control. The soldiers 
also stated that they did not trust Murad IV to m aintain the well-being of 
his brothers as he m ight execute them to secure his throne by elim inating 
all possible alternative candidates. They were only appeased after the princes 
were brought out of the palace and shown to them; and the grand vizier and 
the grand mufti prom ised that they would be the guarantors of their lives. 
In the next few days, the three men whose executions were dem anded by 
the soldiers were murdered, including M urad IV ’s personal companion M usa 
Çelebi, whose death apparently caused the sultan to cry.77

Even though the central army corps won this round in their political strug­
gle against M urad IV ’s absolutism, the sultan did not give up. In the next 
eight years o f his reign he executed three of his four brothers, many soldiers, 
statesmen, and the grand vizier and the grand mufti who had volunteered to 
become guarantors for the lives o f his brothers. M urad IV thus became the first 
Ottoman sultan to order the execution of a grand mufti. He strengthened his 
authority during the two military campaigns he comm anded in person against 
Safavid Persia; in the second campaign, he recaptured Baghdad. Along with 
the Köprülü era in the later seventeenth century, historians generally regard 
the second part of his reign (1632-40) as one of the short-lived restorations 
of Ottoman grandeur in an era of decay.78 The praise for this restoration 
usually overshadows the critique of M urad IV ’s absolutist rule, which is a 
historiographical tendency that may also be observed in the assessments of 
the Köprülü era, as described later.

The tension between the supporters of absolutist politics and those who 
wanted lim itation of royal authority continued during the reign of M urad IV ’s 
only surviving brother, Ibrahim (1640-8). İbrahim ’s reign ended with a depo­
sition, which was the product of a grand coalition between the central army 
corps and large segments of the ulema in 1648. Ottoman historiography in 
the tw entieth century did not regard this deposition as a political action taken 
against absolutism as Ibrahim  was regarded as a mentally unstable ruler, 
deserving the epithet “Deli (mad).” Yet most of ibrahim ’s actions that were 
used to substantiate the mental incapacity argument may well be interpreted 
quite differently. For instance, his levy on sable fur on all the m ajor officials 
of the empire, which created strong reactions from all comers, could well be 
seen as a tax on the political magnates rather than the capricious request of 
a mentally unstable ruler. Such a tax would be a natural continuation of the 
frequent appropriations that İbrahim  executed on the properties of the polit­
ical magnates during his reign. Similarly, the allocation of appanages (lands 
the tax resources of which were assigned to royal family members) for his

77 K atib Ç elebi, Fezleke, vol. II, 140-1; Peçevi, Ta’rih, vol. II, 4 2 0 -5 ; N a’ima, I'a 'nh, vol. Ill,
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eight favorite concubines, which was usually seen as an irresponsible waste of 
public resources, could be regarded as a royal appropriation o f resources that 
m ight otherwise be assigned to political magnates.79

If one were to interpret İbrahim ’s actions not as signs o f madness but 
as attempts to centralize the control o f economic resources at the court, his 
deposition becomes yet another successful defense of the privileges held by 
the major actors on the Ottoman political stage. The contem porary sources, 
many o f which were produced by authors who would stand to lose from an 
absolutist consolidation, were in agreem ent in their positive depiction of the 
deposition. In addition, they generally noted with understanding the regicide 
o f İbrahim that followed the deposition within less than a month. One must 
rem em ber that these sources were produced by the likes of Karaçelebizade 
Abdülaziz, who personally accused the sultan of wrongdoing and argued for 
his deposition in a face-to-face encounter with him at the palace right after his 
son M ehmed IV was enthroned.80

Ottoman historiography has by and large regarded the thirty years of polit­
ical tranquility from the mid-1650s to the mid-1680s as an era o f recovery.81 
However, it was a time of autocratic rule by the Köprülü family of grand 
viziers. There was not much room for dissent. Köprülü M ehm ed Pasha 
(d. 1661) established close ties with the palace and managed to sustain a 
strong alliance with the court that survived a revolt of the imperial cavalry 
troops stationed in Anatolia under the leadership of Abaza Hasan Pasha in 
1658. The political protests led by Abaza Hasan Pasha could have brought 
about a deposition or at least a change of grand viziers, but the iron fist 
o f Köprülü managed to disperse his manpower by m assacring around 1,000 
cavalry troops who had come to Istanbul to claim their salaries.82

During the tenures o f M ehmed Pasha’s son Fazıl Ahmed Pasha and son-in- 
law Kara M ustafa Pasha, which lasted for twenty-two years altogether (1661- 
83), the political alliance between the court and the office of the grand vizier 
continued to the detrim ent of other political forces in the empire. Although 
mainstream Ottoman historiography presents M ehm ed IV as a sultan who 
did not care about the rule of his empire, left Istanbul behind, and indulged in 
hunting instead, the itinerary of the royal court during his reign was the busiest

79 For a recent b iography that approaches ib rah im ’s depiction as a m entally  unstable sultan 
critically, see Feridun Em ecen, “İbrâhim ,” ¿42, vol. X X I, 274-81 .

80 The m ost detailed and colorful account o f  ib rah im ’s deposition  and later regicide is in N a’ima, 
Ta’rih, vol. IV, 2 9 8 -3 3 4 ; see also K araçelebizade A bdül’aziz, R a vza tü ’l-ebrâr Zeyli: Tahlil 
ve m etin , ed. Ncv/.at K aya (Ankara: Türk Tarih K urum u, 2003), 2 -1 2 .
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one since the time of Süleyman the M agnificent as M ehmed IV physically 
followed the military campaigns o f the Köprülüs, sometimes moving to a 
relatively nearer location to the target o f a campaign, and sometimes taking 
an active part in them .83 He was a partner in the Köprülü autocracy, albeit 
a junior one. W hen M ehmed IV was not following Ottoman armies led by 
Köprülü, his court was mostly in Edirne rather than in Istanbul, which may 
be read as another indication of his support for the Köprülü autocracy. In 
Edim e the traditional political forces of Istanbul were far away and much 
less able to stage any effective opposition to the court. M ost of the janissaries 
and the cavalry troops were used to living in Istanbul and had their business 
connections there. Thus moving the court to Edirne was one way of bypassing 
any potential opposition. As for the fighting segments of the politically active 
troops, they were occupied by international military engagements, which did 
not leave them much breathing space for political action in the capital. Last 
but not least, Köprülü M ehmed Pasha’s reign of terror, an incidence of which 
was mentioned earlier while touching upon the Abaza Hasan Pasha revolt of 
1658, had pacified these organizations whose leaders were now being closely 
supervised.

The absolutism of the Köprülü viziers and of their junior partner, 
M ehmed IV, was strengthened by the puritanism o f M ehmed Vani, a charis­
matic Kurdish preacher. M ehm ed Vani was introduced to Mehmed IV by Fazıl 
Ahmed Pasha in the mid-1660s and became the “sheik of the sultan (hünkar 
şeyhi),” or the “Em peror’s preacher.” He revitalized the Kadizadeli m ove­
ment, a fundam entalist movement that had taken over some of the mosques 
and streets o f Istanbul in the earlier decades of the seventeenth century, and he 
used the prestige of the court to strengthen it. This movement had enjoyed the 
support o f M urad IV in the 1630s. A satisfactory treatment of this movement 
and its political meaning in the context of Ottoman absolutism would require 
a separate chapter, if  not a m onograph.84 Suffice it to state here that the abso­
lutist policies of the court and the puritan agenda o f the Kadizadelis made a 
perfect match, as the political authority o f the form er provided the latter with 
access to the masses of the capital, whereas the authoritative discourse of the 
latter legitim ized the autocracy of the former. Not surprisingly, the janissaries 
were one of the targets of the Kadizadelis.85

The last pillar o f the Köprülü autocracy was made up of two jurists, 
M inkarizade Yahya and his loyal pupil Çatalcalı Ali, who monopolized the

83 For the m ainstream  view, see A bdülkadir Özcan, “M ehm ed IV,” İA2, vol. X X V III, 414 
8; M arc D avid  B aer offers an insightful analysis o f the transform ation o f  M ehm ed IV ’s 
reputation  from  a ghazi to a hunter: H onored by the G lory o f  Islam.: Conversion and Conquest 
in O ttom an Europe  (Oxford: O xford University Press, 2008), 23 1-44.

84 See Ö ztürk, “Islam ic orthodoxy;” M adeline C. Zilti, “The K adizadelis: D iscordant revivalism 
in seventeenth-century Istanbul,” Journal o f  N ear Eastern .Studies 45 (1986): 251 74; Derin 
Terzioğlu, “ Sufi and dissident in the O ttom an Empire: Niya/.i-i Misli (1618 1694)," I’lil) 
diss. (H arvard University, 1999); Baer, H onored by the (.¡lory o f  Islam, 63 80, 109 19.

85 Terzioğlu, “Sufi and dissident,” 244 5.



position o f the mufti in the imperial capital from 1662 to 1686. Both of these 
men came from lower origins among the mevali, the upper ranks of which 
had been m onopolized by the descendants of Sa'deddin and their clients until 
recently. They were chosen to lead the mevali and kept their positions for so 
long because they were relatively independent of the close relations among 
many lords of the law. As noted by Derin Terzioğlu, they “acted in con­
sort with Vani,” the sultan’s closest advisor in socioreligious matters. W hen 
M inkarizade was asked why he let the Kadizadelis have so much influence, he 
explained that in a tim e such as theirs it was “good to have people like them 
who put fear in people’s hearts and instilled obedience in them .”86 In short, 
the absolutist alliance between the Köprülü family and M ehm ed IV ’s court 
was supported by a charismatic puritan preacher who gathered popular sup­
port behind the Köprülü autocracy and by two jurists who were sympathetic 
both to the political agenda of the Köprülüs and the socioreligious agenda of 
their preacher. It is no wonder that the janissaries and other forces of political 
opposition had to be quiet in this period.

The Ottoman military defeat at the gates o f Vienna in 1683 sealed the end of 
the Köprülü autocracy. Kara M ustafa Pasha was beheaded; Vani was exiled.87 
As suggested by R ifa’at Abou-El-Haj, M ehm ed IV probably thought this was 
an opportune time to assume the reins of power on his own as opposed to being 
the junior partner in the Köprülü autocracy.88 Yet the continuing defeats and 
incompetence o f the political leadership created great dissatisfaction among 
the populace. Upon the fall of Buda, the capital of Ottoman Hungary, in 1686, 
M ehm ed IV invited Çatalcalı Ali to the palace for consultation. The grand mufti 
responded that the ulem a did not perm it him to honor the royal invitation,89 
a clear sign of protest at the highest level of the lords of the law. Although 
M ehmed IV punished his grand mufti by exiling him, the protests continued 
and culminated in a m ajor revolt. Unlike the earlier revolts, this one started in 
an army encam pm ent in the Balkans and ended with the m ost peaceful change 
in government produced by any o f the seventeenth-century Ottoman political 
protests. As with the English “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, this change in 
Ottoman government was a bloodless one.

The way in w hich M ehm ed IV was replaced by his brother Süleyman II 
in 1687 was a clear sign of the maturity o f the Ottoman system o f limited 
government by the end of the seventeenth century. The Ottoman army in the 
Balkans petitioned the new grand mufti, Ankaravi M ehmed, stating that they 
did not want M ehm ed IV as their sultan. They had unanimously decided that 
M ehm ed IV be deposed and his brother Süleyman be enthroned in his stead. 
After consulting with the ulema, who expressed their agreement with the army,

86 Ibid., 231.
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the mufti notified the army o f his approval o f their plans. M ehmed IV tried 
to change the course of events by asking the army to winter in the Balkans, 
but the army did not stop its move toward the capital. Before the army even 
reached the capital, M ehm ed IV gave up any hope and expressed his w ish 
to abdicate in favor of his son Mustafa. But the representatives of the army 
and the ulem a decided in favor of the incum bent sultan’s brother Süleyman, 
whom they duly enthroned as Süleyman II. No blood was spilled during the 
deposition of M ehmed IV, quite unlike the deposition of Osman II. M ehm ed IV 
clearly saw the limits of his m onarchical powers and abode by the decision of 
the representatives of the army and the ulema.90

Another im portant sign indicating the effective functioning o f the limits 
imposed upon Ottoman royal authority was the fate of M ehm ed IV after 
his deposition. The former sultan was first installed in an apartment in the 
palace. Two years later when Süleyman II left the capital to jo in  the m ilitary 
campaign against the Habsburgs who had captured Belgrade, M ehm ed IV was 
brought to Edirne. W hen Süleyman II died in 1691, M ehmed IV was still 
alive, but it was his younger brother Ahm ed who was enthroned as Ahm ed II. 
M ehm ed IV died in 1693 in Edirne.91 Unlike M ustafa I, who was also kept 
alive after two depositions, M ehmed IV was never considered to be mentally 
incompetent. Thus in a mom ent of political turmoil he could well have turned 
into a liability for his successors when he m ight have emerged as a candidate 
for the throne. Yet unlike his uncle Osman II or his father Ibrahim, M ehm ed IV 
was not murdered. Ottoman sultans had now become symbolic leaders whose 
absolutist ambitions did not mean much unless they could become junior 
partners of powerful viziers. Because the sultan was now literally appointed 
to office by the representatives of the army and the ulema, there was no longer 
any pressing reason to m urder a deposed sultan.

Some o f the contemporary sources that dealt with the deposition of M ehm ed 
IV were critical o f the event. Sari M ehmed, who served as m inister o f finance 
seven times in the early eighteenth century, regarded the supporters of the 
deposition as sources of disorder and sedition. A certain İsazade, probably 
the grandson o f Karaçelebizade Abdülaziz, censured the deputy grand vizier 
Fazıl M ustafa Pasha, the younger son of Köprülü M ehm ed Pasha, for his role 
in the deposition.92 However, Findiklili M ehmed, the sword-bearer (silahdar) 
o f Ahm ed III in the early eighteenth century, faithfully reflected the critique 
of M ehm ed IV by the representatives of the army and the ulema.93 Later in 
the eighteenth century, M ehm ed Raşid, the official chronicler o f the Ottoman

90 For a sum m ary o f  the events leading to the deposition in English, see C aroline Finkel, O sm an 'x
D ream: The H istory o f  the O ttom an Em pire  (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 293-8 .

91 Baer, H onored by the G lory o f  Islam , 239-40 .
92 D efterdar Sarı M ehm ed Paşa, Zübde-i Vekayiût: Tahlil ve metin, 1066 - 11 16/1656 1704, od.

A bdülkadir Özcan (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1995), 252; İsa/ade, fsâ -zâ d e  Târihi: M etin
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Empire, created his own synthesis of the deposition in which he emphasized 
the role of the deputy grand vizier, Fazıl M ustafa Pasha, who was the grand 
vizier during the reigns of Süleyman II and Ahmed II. Yet in this version too, 
Fazıl M ustafa voiced a critique of the reign of M ehmed IV sim ilar to that of the 
army and the ulema.94 Thus at least some o f the Ottoman chroniclers regarded 
the actions o f the army that led to the deposition, as well as the agreement of 
the ulema with them, as understandable -  if not legitimate.

The attitude of Ottoman contem poraries to another m ajor intervention in 
the political process by the army and the ulema in 1703 was very similar. 
Upon the death of Ahmed II in 1695, Prince Mustafa, the son of Mehmed IV, 
was enthroned as M ustafa II. During his reign there was a clear attempt 
to establish royal absolutism, as discussed in some detail by Abou-El-Haj. 
M ustafa II had a strong relationship with his private tutor, Seyyid Feyzullah, 
which was quite rem iniscent of the close ties that Osman II had with his tutor 
Ömer. Instead of agreeing to become the junior partner in another vizier’s 
autocracy, however, M ustafa II created his own junior partner by appointing 
his tutor Feyzullah to the office of the grand mufti soon after his enthronement. 
Feyzullah remained in this position until the end of M ustafa II’s reign and 
represented his own interests as well as those of his patron M ustafa II during 
the tenure of Am cazade Hüseyin Pasha as grand vizier (1697-1702). Hüseyin 
Pasha was another Köprülü and was appointed grand vizier at a low moment in 
the Ottoman war effort in the Balkans. He ended the long war that was started 
in 1683 by Kara M ustafa Pasha, the son-in-law of his uncle Köprülü M ehmed 
Pasha, with the Peace o f Carlowitz in 1699. Yet unlike the other members of 
the Köprülü family who ruled the em pire during the reigns of M ehm ed IV, 
Süleyman II, and Ahmed II, the independence of Am cazade Hüseyin was 
severely limited by the close supervision o f Feyzullah, who was both mufti 
and the chief consultant of the sultan. This close supervision led Amcazade 
Hüseyin to resign in 1702.95 Feyzullah’s continually increasing political power 
after the resignation became the m ost im portant factor in the justifications for 
the deposition of M ustafa II in 1703 put forward by contem porary sources.

Although one cannot ignore F eyzu llah ’s responsibility in provoking Ihe 
army and the u lem a to dem and the deposition o f  the sultan, what is usually 
skipped over is the fact that Feyzullah ultimately represented his own patron, 
M ustafa II. T he background  o f  the last grand vizier o f  M ustafa II’s reign. Rami 
M ehm ed  Pasha, w ho  was handpicked by Feyzullah, was very illustrative of 
the imperial governm ent that Mustafa II had in mind. Rami M ehm ed was a 
professional bureaucrat o f  relatively hum ble Muslim origins the likes o f  whom 
had  never been brought to such a high office. Although he had accumulaled 
som e political capilal as Ihe secretary o f  stale who negotiated and signed the 
Peace o f  Carlowitz in 1699, this record alone would not have brought him to 
the grand vizierate alter all, the peace treaty was a disaster in terms ol its
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territorial losses -  had the sultan and his chief consultant not been interested in 
running the empire themselves. Clearly, M ustafa II was interested in bringing 
the adm inistration of his empire closer to his court at a time when the pasha 
households were taking it away from him.96 M oreover, by placing Feyzullah 
on top of the ulema hierarchy, the sultan was hoping to suppress the power 
o f the mevali. The appointments of Feyzullah’s own family members and 
supporters to powerful positions among the upper ranks of the ulem a were not 
simply examples of nepotism  but also an attempt to extend the reach of royal 
absolutism into the ranks o f the lords o f the law.

That the lords of the law continued to be a powerful check on the polit­
ical power of the Ottoman emperor throughout the seventeenth century was 
exemplified by the family of Abdiirrahim, a man who was adopted by the 
all-powerful Sa’deddin family as a teacher for M ehm ed B aha’i, the grandson 
of Sa’deddin. Abdürrahim became grand mufti in 1647 and in that capacity 
played one of the m ost im portant roles in the deposition of İbrahim in 1648, 
gave the legal opinion that legitim ized the regicide, and oversaw the execution 
personally. His son M ehmed was the chief justice o f the Asian and African 
provinces and hence a m em ber of the imperial council during the deposition 
o f M ehm ed IV. In that capacity, he affirmed the arm y’s request to depose the 
sultan. M ehm ed’s son Yahya was elected chief justice of the Asian and African 
provinces by the forces of opposition in Istanbul during the 1703 incident and 
took part in the deposition of M ustafa II. Thus, as noted in the introduction 
to this study, M ustafa II came to be deposed, among others, by a ju rist whose 
father had deposed his father and whose grandfather had deposed and exe­
cuted his own grandfather.97 The political authority of Ottoman emperors of 
the seventeenth century was clearly circumscribed by their jurists who, in turn, 
were supported by the janissaries in most but not all critical instances.

Given the continuing role of the lords o f the law in the limitation of royal 
authority throughout the seventeenth century, M ustafa II, an Ottoman sultan 
with an absolutist political agenda, had to attempt to suppress their power. 
Therefore, although the critique of Feyzullah’s accumulation of power is well 
taken, it is at the same time misleading, as it does not address M ustafa I I ’s 
complicity in and encouragem ent of Feyzullah’s nepotism and other actions. It 
is because M ustafa II did not want to become a junior partner in the government 
o f another vizier or the victim  o f another deposition legitimized by the lords 
of the law that he had turned to Feyzullah; the grand m ufti’s empowerment 
was his own making.

Another cause of the deposition of M ustafa II noted by contemporary 
sources was his unwillingness to move from Edirne back to Istanbul. Although 
the Istanbulites “blamed Feyzullah for the extended absence o f the court from

96 See A bou-El-H aj, “The O ttom an vezir and paşa households, 1683-1 7 0 3 .”
97 A bou-El-H aj, 1703 Rebellion, 28; Şeyhi, V a kâ y i'u l-fm la lâ , vol. Ill, 235 6, vol. IV, 10 II ,
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the city,”98 this absence was very much in line with M ustafa IFs absolutist 
leanings. One has only to recall that Osman II also wanted to move the capital 
away from Istanbul, at least temporarily, and that M ehm ed IV moved his court 
frequently during the Köprülü autocracy. As noted earlier, Istanbul was the 
center o f established political opposition, and being away from the imperial 
capital where the janissaries and the ulem a were powerful was a way of ren­
dering political opposition powerless.99 Thus it was not only Feyzullah who 
benefited from being far away from the complaints o f his critics as his con­
temporaries argued but also M ustafa II him self chose to live in Edim e to form 
a government free from  long-standing sources of political opposition.

The contemporary chroniclers’ understanding attitude toward the deposition 
was most apparent in their faithful reproduction o f the points advanced by 
the army and the ulema. One o f the critical debates that took place during 
the events leading to the deposition concerned the legality o f congregational 
Friday prayers under the rule of M ustafa II:

S o m e fe lt th a t th e  c o n d u c t o f  the  g o v e rn m en t d id  n o t w arra n t h o ld in g  p u b lic  p ray ers  on  
th a t day. O thers w ere  o f  the  c o n tra ry  o p in io n , rea so n in g  th a t the  g riev an ces w hich  un ited  
th e m  w ere  all d ire c te d  ag a in s t th e  [m ufti] an d  n o t th e  su ltan . T h e  q u es tio n  w as finally  
p o se d  b e fo re  th e  m o st e m in e n t o f  th e  u lem a  p re sen t, B aşm ak c ızad e  A li, w h o  h ad  se rved  
un til recen tly  as th e  [c h ie f  ju s tic e  o f  th e  E u ro p e a n  p ro v in ces]. T h is  [ju rist] an sw ere d  in 
th e  cu s to m a ry  a b s trac t re sp o n se  o f  th e  can o n ica l o p in io n  ( fe tv a ) th a t o n e  o f  th e  necessa ry  
p rin c ip le s  o f  th e  p ro p rie ty  o f  ho ld in g  th e  F rid a y  p ray e rs  is th e  eq u ity  o f  th e  su ltan , v iz. h is 
ju s tic e . S in ce  th e  b a n n e r  o f  revo lt h ad  b een  u n fu rle d  ag a in s t th e  in c u m b e n t ru le r  on the  
assu m p tio n  h e  h ad  fa iled  in  m ain ta in in g  th e  p re c e p ts  o f  ju s tic e  (n a m u s-ı ad a le t), in w hat 
w ay s co u ld  th e  F rid a y  p ray e rs  b e  d eem ed  ju s tif ie d  an d  p ro p e r? 100

By including this debate in his chronicle without any further comment, 
Findikhli M ehm ed was expressing his understanding, if  not approval, o f the 
motives that led the army and the ulem a to depose M ustafa II.

As I have been arguing, the military rebellions, w hich modern Ottoman 
historiography usually considers to be examples o f a general disorder, were 
regarded by many a contemporary as understandable -  albeit troublesome -  
interventions into the political process. This is not to deny that m ost chroniclers 
often judged the rebels “to be involved in things that ought to be none of 
their business.” 101 Yet even then, not only did their accounts reconstruct the 
grievances of the rebels but they also often displayed implications o f approval, 
especially if the rebels sought the legitimizing support o f the ulema, which 
they mostly did. Therefore, by the early eighteenth century an understanding 
had developed in the Ottoman polity that the interventions o f the army and the

™ A bou-EI-H aj, 1703 Rebellion, 19.
99 For a discussion o f  m oving the court around, see N a’ima, T a’rih, vol. VI, appendix, 46 -52 .
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ulema in the political process were an integral feature o f the Ottoman political 
system. N a’ima, who wrote a chronicle of the first half of the seventeenth 
century and lived in the second half of it, either wrote about or witnessed m ost 
of the rebellions covered in this book. In a short appraisal of the 1703 incident 
that he wrote as a preface to the second volume o f his chronicle in honor o f  the 
grand vizier Damad Hasan Pasha, which was written soon after the incident, 
he stated the following:

T h e  Islam ic  sta te , e sp ec ia lly  th e  O tto m a n  su ltana te , h as severa l q u a lities  o f  th e  so rt [w h ich  
w e m ay  call] h id d e n  secre ts . S in ce  g re a t reb e llio n s b reak  o u t am o n g  so ld ie rs  now  an d  th en  
b ecau se  o f  so m e im p o rtan t cau ses, a rad ica l ch an g e  in  fall] a ffa irs  ( in k ila b -i um ur)  is o n e  
o f  its  fixed  q u a litie s  as w e ll . '02

Although N a’ima was not as explicit as we m ight have liked him  to be here, 
he clearly offered his own version of what was to becom e a M arxist dictum: 
sociopolitical change is inevitable. I am not suggesting that N a’ima was a 
M arxist who preceded M arx but rather that he regarded the military rebellions 
and the political changes brought about by them as inherent features o f the 
Ottoman polity.

A fter the fierce political struggles of the seventeenth century that culm i­
nated in the m ost radical intervention into the political process in 1703, the 
Ottoman polity reached an important consensus in the eighteenth century, 
which was reflected in contemporary sources.103 The timing of the consensus 
may well have been related to the severity of the 1703 incident. O f the political 
confrontations discussed in this chapter, the 1703 rebellion was the one that 
would most likely be followed immediately by a large civil war. In this rebel­
lion, the forces of opposition gathered together an army of more than 20,000 
men, consisting of soldiers and inhabitants of Istanbul, and proceeded toward 
Edirne; on the way there they were met by a force o f roughly equal size led 
by M ustafa II. A military confrontation and civil w ar were avoided when the 
forces led by the sultan ended up joining the opposition forces.104

M ore importantly, according to the contemporary sources, the 1703 inci­
dent was the only one in which the forces of opposition entertained the idea of 
installing a completely different model o f government. In earlier depositions, 
the rebels circulated names of alternative royal families, such as the Khans of 
Crimea, Ottoman vassals whose ultimate ancestor was Genghis Khan, as pos­
sible alternatives to the Ottoman dynasty.105 But in 1703, they apparently pul 
forward a different model o f government. A very well-informed contemporary 
chronicler, N a’ima, suggested that Çalık Ahmed proposed a new design lot 
government. Çalık Ahmed was brought to the leadership of the janissary corps 
by the forces o f opposition in Istanbul and then confirmed by the new sullan

102 N a ’im a, T a’rîh, vol. VI, appendix, 17.
103 See the rem arks o f  M ehm ed R agib Pasha and Sari M ehm ed Pasha in this chapter, I W>, I
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Ahmed III in the aftermath o f the deposition. He had such power that he felt 
comfortable inviting the sultan to his office for a feast.106 A sultan’s visit to 
the office of the general o f the janissaries in the city was unprecedented, as 
Ottoman sultans received people and were not in the habit o f paying visits. And 
even when receiving others, they were very selective as they had been keen on 
limiting access to themselves since the early sixteenth century. Thus by invit­
ing Ahmed III to his office, Çalık Ahmed was testing the limits of his political 
power, which, as confirmed by Ahmed I l l ’s acceptance of the invitation and 
eventual visit, were quite wide in the afterm ath o f the deposition. If anyone 
had entertained the idea of a system change at this time, it would have been 
him.

According to N a’ima, Çalık Ahmed was waiting for the janissaries to 
recover from the turmoil of the deposition. Then, he had plans for them to 
take over the government and turn the sultanate into a cum hur cem ’iyeti ve 
tecemmü devleti, w hich I translate freely as a people’s -  read janissaries’ -  
republic. My suggestion is based on N a’im a’s reference to Algeria and Tunis 
as examples of such a political system .107 Algeria, Tunis, and Tripoli, all 
in North Africa, were Ottoman provinces nominally governed by governors 
sent from Constantinople. However, these provinces were run by systems that 
included some form  of political representation for the interests o f the jan is­
saries. In Tunis the deys -  from dayı, Turkish for maternal uncle -  who were 
“plebiscited by the grass-roots janissaries” were the actual power holders in 
the first half o f the seventeenth century. Although they lost their supremacy to 
other local officers in the second half of the century, the new power holders, 
the beys, were themselves soldiers, albeit from a different corps.108 Political 
dynamics in Algeria and Libya were similar, with some differences arising 
from specific local conditions. For instance, in Algeria, which had a powerful 
navy, the deys occasionally were sea captains.109

W hat Çalık Ahm ed might have had in m ind for the Ottoman Empire could 
well have been a janissary oligarchy along the lines of the North African exam­
ples of Algeria, Libya, and Tunis. These three provinces were autonomous as 
suggested by the designation garb ocakları, the “western hearths,” which dis­
tinguished them from the other provinces. The term ocak, literally hearth, 
was used to refer to autonomous political entities such as certain districts 
o f Kurdistan ruled by Kurdish lords who inherited their positions from their 
fathers.110 The western ocaks -  that is the ones in North A frica to the west

106 M ehm ed Pasha, /M bile-i Vekayiâl, 830.
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of Egypt -  were principally elective although the ones in Algeria and Libya 
became hereditary in the eighteenth century. Çalık Ahmed him self was elected 
by the janissaries rather than being appointed by the sultan or his grand vizier. 
Thus the system he wanted to erect in Istanbul may have been one that was to 
be run by the janissaries who would elect their own leader. In this system, the 
sultan could keep his place as the man who provided legitimacy for the rule of 
the janissaries, not unlike the Ottoman governors of the garb ocakları whose 
political power was largely symbolic.

Although Çalık A hm ed’s aspirations may have been unrealistic, among the 
Ottomans, autonomous rule with a certain degree o f  political representation 
was not lim ited to North Africa. Right around the tim e of Osman II’s deposition 
in 1622, Baghdad was controlled by local forces in defiance of imperial orders. 
In eighteenth-century Egypt mamlük  households ran the political life of the 
country. In the late eighteenth century, the janissaries o f the Balkans aspired to 
local rule and used the same title, dey, that their North African comrades had 
used in the seventeenth century.111 In short, Çalık A hm ed’s aspirations have 
to be taken seriously.

Conclusion

Çalık A hm ed’s aspirations to establish a republic of janissaries were indeed 
taken seriously by his contemporaries. After 1703 the janissaries were treated 
w ith great care; special attention was paid not to hurt their economic interests. 
They were deemed so powerful that, as Lady M ary M ontagu, who experienced 
Ottoman political life as the wife of a British am bassador in the early eighteenth 
century, put it, the sultan would tremble “at a lan issary’s frown.” 112 Thus a 
political consensus according to which the independence of the janissaries was 
to be recognized and not tampered with became the defining characteristic 
o f the eighteenth century. The critical language of the seventeenth-century 
political advisers who com plained about the expansion of the janissary corps 
and their lack of interest in military matters was replaced by a much more 
careful tone in the eighteenth century. A lthough reform  of the corps was still a 
popular subject in political tracts, the authors advised caution, gradual action, 
deliberation, and most importantly, consultation with the representatives of 
the corps. For instance, Sarı M ehm ed Pasha stated that reform of the corps 
m ight only be realized by commanders who are from the corps themselves. He 
was strongly against appointing janissary officers who were not themselves

1.1 For B aghdad, see U zunçarşılı, O sm anlı Tarihi, vol. I ll, part I, 158-62; for Egypt, sec I lallı 
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a n d  Iden tity  in O ttom an E gypt a n d  Yemen (Albany: S late University o f  New York Press, 
2003); and fo r the use o f  dey  in the Balkans, see Leopold von Ranke, The H istory o f  Servin  
a n d  the Servian  Revolution, tr. M rs. A lexander Kerr (London: Henry (i. Bohn, 1853), 66 '/
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o f janissary o rig in .113 The practice o f devşirme, the levy of Christian children 
w ith a view to raising them  as administrators and soldiers, w hich was already 
in decline in the seventeenth century, was totally abandoned at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century. The janissaries took care of their own recruitm ent and 
did not let anyone interfere with their payroll registers. As discussed earlier, 
many of the companies (ortas) virtually became “guilds of bakers, butchers, 
glaziers, boatmen, armorers, and so forth.” 114 During the reign of Mahmud I 
(1730-54), an exemption from  im port duties was added to  their numerous 
privileges, making membership in the corps even more attractive.115 Later in 
the eighteenth century, the pay tickets o f janissaries were sold in the market as 
a public investment o p tio n .'16 The janissaries had thus becom e an independent 
public corporation.

Although Ottoman historiography of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
presented the independence of the janissary corps as a m ajor factor in the 
military decline, and hence the territorial reduction, of the Ottoman Empire in 
the eighteenth century, it glossed over a very significant point. The eighteenth 
century also happened to be one of the m ost peaceful periods of Ottoman 
history in terms o f political protests. Both in the imperial capital and the 
provinces, there were far fewer rebellions than in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Six depositions took place in Istanbul from 1618 to 1703, in contrast 
to only one in the eighteenth century: in 1730, that of Ahmed III, during whose 
reign there was a tendency for absolutism .117

The eighteenth-century peace in the provinces was the product of a devel­
opment similar to that which happened with the janissaries. As the Ottoman 
government came to recognize the independence of the janissary corps, it also 
came to cede m ore local political power to the notables, the a ’yart, whose 
self-interests lay in the peace and prosperity of the regions they came to gov­
ern as, practically, a hereditary nobility.118 Thus the political peace of the 
eighteenth century was not lim ited to the imperial center but also extended 
to the provinces. A fter the long struggles o f the late sixteenth and seven­
teenth centuries, a consensus about the limits of royal authority was finally 
achieved when the court recognized the independence of the janissaries as a

113 M ehm ed Pasha, O ttom an Statecraft, 110-5 . 114 See this chapter, 2 12, n. 70.
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118 In addition to llie sources cited in ıı. N , sec Ali Yaycıojilıı, “The provincial challenge: 
Kegioııalisııı, crisis, and iiilcj'.ialion in Ilır lale ( »Ionian Umpire ( I7 ‘>2 1812),” I’lil) diss. 
(H arvard University, .’(MIX).



corporation and the local autonomy of the notables as representatives o f legiti­
mate sociopolitical interests in the provinces -  at least until the late eighteenth 
century when the center tried to flex its muscles once again.

W hy then, one could legitimately ask, is the hegemonic historical narra­
tive o f eighteenth-century Ottoman history so negative? The first factor that 
comes to m ind is the territorial reduction of the empire. Yet, the territorial 
losses o f the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth century were not as signif­
icant as, for instance, the area lost by the British Empire in North Am erica 
in the late eighteenth century.119 Therefore it may be prudent to look for the 
answer elsewhere. I would argue that the short answer is the New Order of 
the nineteenth century. The definitive history o f the Ottoman decline with its 
negative take on the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries came to be w rit­
ten in the aftermath of the consolidation of the Ottoman New Order, which 
began during the reign of Selim III (1789-1807) and then was com pleted by 
M ahmud II (1808-39) and Abdiilmecid (1839-61). The New Order entailed a 
heavy dose of state centralization that attacked all sources of established polit­
ical opposition. Ottoman histories produced in the late nineteenth century, 
such as Ahmed Cevdet’s History, which had a defining influence on the way 
in which Ottoman historiography developed in the twentieth century, were 
written from  the vantage point of the New Order that had annihilated the jan is­
sary corps in 1826 and weakened the ulema. Having no one to defend it, the 
Ottoman Em pire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries became a corrupt 
ancien regime as opposed to a type of limited m onarchy that had the potential 
to evolve and eventually becom e the subject o f a history o f dem ocratization.120

119 For O ttom an m ilitary engagem ents and territorial losses in the eighteenth century, see A ksan, 
O ttom an Wars.

120 B aki Tezcan, “Lost in historiography: A n essay on the reasons fo r the absence o f  a history 
o f lim ited  governm ent in the early  m odern O ttom an E m pire,” M iddle E astern  Studies  45 
(2009): 4 7 7 -5 0 5 ; B. Tezcan, “T he N ew  O rder and the fate o f the old.”



Conclusion
Early modernity and the Ottoman decline

I t is  qu ite  tru e  w h a t P h ilo so p h y  says: 
th a t L ife  m u st b e  u n d e rs to o d  b ackw ards .
B u t th a t m akes o n e  fo rg e t th e  o th er say ing : 
th a t it m u st b e  liv ed  -  fo rw ard s .

S 0 re n  K ie rk eg aa rd  (1 8 4 3 )1

Looking back at their recent history, several Ottoman authors of the seven­
teenth century m ust have felt that they had entered a new era at some point 
in the late sixteenth century. Although Ottoman chronicles of the sixteenth 
century generally started narrating events from  the beginning o f the reign of 
a particular sultan, a number of seventeenth-century chronicles began with 
the hijri year 1000 (1591-2 c e ) . In two such chronicles one reads how some 
people were expecting the apocalypse to occur in the year 1000 a h  and how 
they were wrong. Both chronicles listed several calendars used by different 
people and gave the year corresponding to 1000 a h  in each one,2 displaying a 
pluralistic attitude toward timekeeping that reminded readers o f the relativity 
of the Islamic way of reckoning time and at the same time ridiculed those who 
were expecting the apocalypse to occur in 1000 a h . This intellectual suspicion 
of millenarian movements aligned with a rem arkable decrease in the frequency 
and intensity of M uslim  messianic movements from the seventeenth century 
on. The end of times was slowly pushed to a distant future that did not have 
much o f an impact on one’s life, at least immediately. The Ottomans seemed 
to be moving toward secular modernity.3

1 The D iary o f  S0ren K ierkegaard, ed. P eter P. R ohde and tr. G erda M. A ndersen  (N ew  York: 
W isdom  Library, 1960), 111.

2 K atib Çelebi, Fezleke, vol. I, 2; N a’im a, Ta’rth, vol. I, 66, which is based  on the former.
3 For recent studies that identify the O ttom an E m pire as an early  m odern one, see, am ong 

others, Cemal Kafadar, “T he O ttom ans and E urope,” in H andbook o f  E uropean History, 
1400- 1600: l,a le M iddle Ages, Renaissance and  Reform ation, eds. Thom as A. Brady, Jr., 
H eiko A. O berm an, and Jam es I). Tracy, 2 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994-5), vol. I, 5 8 9 -  
635: Virginia Aksan, “ Locating the O ttom ans am ong early modern e m p i r e s Journal o f  Early  
M odern H istory  3 (1999): 103 34; and Virginia 11. Aksan and I îanit-l ( iol'l'man, eds., The Early  
M odern Ottomans: Rem apping the l.m p iie  (Cam bridge: C am bridge University Press, 2007);



A change in perceptions of time was not the only significant development 
in the Second Ottoman Empire that reflected a modern sensibility. Several 
artistic, sociocultural, and literary developments together suggested that the 
expansion o f markets, trade, and urbanization not only led to an expansion of 
the political nation but also created a preoccupation with the contemporary, the 
m odem . About the developments in Ottoman music, for instance, Cem Behar 
states that “ [t]he changes observable between the seventeenth and twentieth 
centuries are m inor compared to those that occurred between the 1500s and 
1600s.”4 The development of the coffeehouse as an urban secular public space 
also took place in this period (see Fig. 20).5 This new urban social institution 
provided a stage for cultural activities, such as shadow plays.6

N ot only were new institutions in the making during the seventeenth cen­
tury but also older ones were being transformed. A significant example was 
A ta’i ’s quintet (hamse), which consisted of five narratives in verse (mesnevis). 
Although neither mesnevi nor hamse was a novel literary form, A ta’i ’s m es­
nevis took the genre to a new place. W hereas traditional narratives in verse 
told ideal stories from the past, A ta’i drew his heroes from contemporary 
Istanbul, celebrating the modern.7 It was also in this period that storytelling 
performances expanded into the city.8 Another novelty in seventeenth-century 
Ottoman literature was the development o f first-person narratives, which, being 
quite suggestive of individuation, may be considered as a marker of modernity.9

During the age of the Second Empire, high art and culture did not belong 
exclusively to the court any longer. For instance, painting came down from 
the royal workshops to the marketplace in the form o f albums that included, 
among other things, reflections o f contemporary city life (see Fig. 20 ).10

fo r o ther indications o f  the secular nature o f the Second E m pire, see Tezcan, “The Second  
E m pire,” 569-70 .

4 C em  B ehar, “The O ttom an m usical tradition ,” in The Cam bridge H istory o f  Turkey , 
vol. 3: The L a ter O ttom an Empire, 1603-1839 , ed. Suraiya N. Faroqhi (Cam bridge: C am ­
bridge U niversity Press, 2006), 394.

5 R alph S. H attox, Coffee and  Coffeehouses: The O rigins o f  a  Social Beverage in the M edieval 
N ear E ast (Seattle: U niversity  o f  W ashington Press, 1985).

6 A ndreas Tietze, The Turkish Shadow  Theater and  the P uppet Collection o f  the L. A. M ayer  
M em oria l Foundation  (Berlin: Gebr. M ann Verlag, 1977).

7 The m ost detailed  m onograph on A ta’i ’s ham se  is T unca K ortantam er’s N e v ’îzâde A tâ y î ve 
H a m se’si (Izm ir: Ege Ü niversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Y ayınları, 1997); fo r earlier literary 
developm ents pointing in the sam e direction, see Kafadar, “T he O ttom ans and E urope,” 622.

8 On storytellers, see A hm et Ö. Evin, Origins and  D evelopm ent o f  the Turkish Novel 
(M inneapolis: B iblio theca Islam ica, 1983), 28 -37 ; the m ost detailed m onograph on the topic 
is Ö zdem ir N utku’s M eddahlık  ve M eddah H ikayeleri (n.p.: İş Bankası K ültür Yayınları, c. 
1976).

9 C em al K afadar, “Self and others: The diary o f a dervish in seventeenth century İstanbul aıul 
first-person narratives in O ttom an literature,” Sludia. islam ica  69 (1989): 121 50; a sense 
o f  individual subjectivity is also discerned in som e o f  the chronicles studied by Dana S ajtli. 
“Peripheral visions: The worlds and worldviews o f  com m oner chroniclers in the I8lh ccnluiy 
O ttom an Levant,” PhD diss. (Colum bia University, 2002).

10 Tiilay Arlan, “Arts and architecture,”  in The ('am hridgc H istory o f Turkey, vol. .1: The /.ala 
Ottoman T.mpirc, 1603 /<W, oil. Suraiya N. Faroqlii ( ( 'amhi iılj’r: ( ambriılj’.c 11 n i vri sı I v 
Press, 2006), .H I.
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And classical court music m anaged to survive w ithout any court support in the 
third quarter of the eighteenth century after two successive sultans dism antled 
the staff o f palace m usicians.11 Alternative courts developed in palaces along 
the Bosporus, creating a growing group o f patrons o f the arts and culture 
who came from  the urban m iddle and upper middle classes.12 In short, the 
expansion of markets and investment opportunities in the sixteenth century 
led to the formation of social groups whose m embers not only bought their 
way into the politically privileged classes of society but also spent their money 
on arts and culture at a time when their temporal horizons were no longer 
lim ited by the notion of an ever-impending end of times. No wonder Sir Henry 
Blount, an Englishman who visited the Ottoman Em pire in 1634, claimed that 
the “Turkes” were the “only moderne people” of his tim e.13

However, we should not take Sir Blount’s word for it, but instead should 
ask ourselves what distinguishing features o f m odernity began appearing in 
this period. There are many answers to this question that concern different 
domains of individual and social life. Some of the examples from cultural 
and literary spheres of social life described earlier are generally regarded as 
markers of modernity. But there are other markers as well, some of which are 
deemed to be more central than others. Some argue that the m ost important 
development for modernity is the formation o f nation-states. Yet if  we were 
to use this as a marker of modernity, then early modernity would becom e a 
very limited historical experience, squeezed into western Europe. Even central 
and southern Europe, where states such as Germany and Italy did not exist 
until the nineteenth century, would be excluded from  the experience o f early 
modernity. Others propose that it is the Enlightenm ent that defines modernity. 
But then when did modernity begin in England, where it was hard to find the 
counterpart of a French or Scottish Enlightenm ent?14

Another feature strongly associated with modernity is the rise o f  capitalism, 
a concept I have shied away from throughout this study. The question o f why 
capitalism  did not take off in the Ottoman Empire has been asked far too many 
times, and the answers generated have not necessarily helped us understand the 
Ottoman Em pire very much, as focusing on an absence -  that o f capitalism  -  
has somewhat distracted us from the presence of many other things, such as 
the fundamental political transformation that this book is about. However, in

11 Behar, “T he O ttom an m usical tradition,” 396.
12 O n the residential developm ents alongside the B osporus, see Tiilay Artan, “A rchitecture as a 

theatre o f life: Profile o f  the eighteenth century B osphorus,” PhD  diss. (M assachusetts Institute 
o f  Technology, 1989); Shirine H am adeh, The C ity ’s  P leasures: Istanbul in the Eighteenth  
Century  (Seattle: U niversity o f  W ashington Press, 2008).

13 H enry B lount, A  Voyage into the Levant (London, 1636), 2 . 1 am  grateful to Karen Kuppcrniaii, 
P rofessor o f  A m erican  H istory at New York U niversity, for bringing Blount to my attention.

14 John G. A. Pocock, however, proposes a sort o f  Enlightenm ent for England as well, sec his 
“Clergy and com m erce: The conservative Enlightenm ent in England,” in I / Id a  (lei l.itim  
Studi S torici su l Settecento Europeo in Onore di Franco Venturi, 2 vuls. (N aples: Jovonr 
Editore, 1985), vol. I, 523 62.



the context o f world history, the question is still relevant, especially if one is 
interested in assessing whether capitalism  is a feature of early modernity.

Arguably, capitalism  is the product o f two developments in England and 
parts o f northwestern Europe: (1) the comm ercialization o f agriculture and 
(2) long-distance trade.15 Neither of these two developments is particularly 
English or unique to northwestern Europe, yet the way in which they unfolded 
there produced capitalism  in Europe. The expansion o f çiftliks, or large farms, 
in the seventeenth-century Ottoman Em pire suggests that the com m ercializa­
tion o f agriculture was on its way in the Ottoman Empire as w ell.16 And yet 
independent peasant households continued to be an important operating unit in 
the Ottoman Empire. Even those local notables who came to practically own 
villages did not rent their lands out to tenants but rather let the peasants take 
care of them in return for keeping a certain percentage for themselves -  not 
very different from a feudal landlord. Tenant farming that led to a competitive 
market in rents was not common in the Ottoman Empire. Similarly, Ottoman 
merchants engaged in long-distance trade very much like their northwestern 
European counterparts did, but they were not organized into institutions like 
the East India Company. Moreover, sociopolitical institutions like the jan is­
saries constituted a bulwark against monopolistic tendencies in trade and kept 
the playing field level for small agents in the Ottoman Empire. In contrast, 
small agents in England had no protection against the m onopolistic practices of 
English companies such as the East India Company to which Queen Elizabeth 
(1558-1603) granted exclusive trade rights between England and East India.

However, these differences between the consequences o f sim ilar processes 
in England and the Ottoman Empire had nothing to do with English or Ottoman 
cultures. Instead, they had a great deal to do with the medieval legacy of 
these two socioeconomic realms. Neither the concentration of unusually large 
land holdings that cam e to be worked by tenants in England, which was 
crucial for the development of agrarian capitalism, nor the existence of a legal 
category called the corporation in Europe, which facilitated the growth of 
long-distance trade companies, was related to anything cultural. For instance, 
the corporation had its origins in the Rom an Empire and became a prevalent 
European institution during the M iddle Ages, at least partially because of 
the absence o f an imperial authority and the autonomous development o f the 
Catholic C hurch.17 It did not develop as a legal category in the Islamic world 
nor in the Byzantine Empire where an imperial authority continued to exist 
and the Orthodox Church remained under its close watch. Obviously, however,

15 E llen M eiksins W ood, The O rigin o f  Capitalism : A  Longer View (London: Verso, 2002); 
and Niels Steensgaard, “Violence and the rise o f  capitalism : Frederic C. L ane’s theory o f 
protection and tribute,” Review  5/2 (Fall 19X1): 247-73 .

16 Halil İnalcık, “The em ergence o f  big farms, ç iftliks: Slate, landlords, and tenants,” in C on­
tributions (I I ’histoire eeonom ique el soeia le tie TUmpire o ttom an , eds. Jean-Louis Bacque- 
(¡ram m onl and I’aul Dum ont (Louvain: IVelcrs, l (>X3), 105 26.

17 T im ur Kuran, “ The absence ol Ihe corporation in Islamic law: O rigins and persistence,” 
A m erican .Imirnal o f ( 'omparntİM- ! ,<nr 5.1 ( .’(MIS): 7X5 X t l .a l  /X1)



the Catholic Church did not have the development o f  capitalism  in mind when 
it adopted the Roman concept of corporation and gave it a wider use during 
the M iddle Ages. Thus the development of capitalism  can never be reduced 
to teleological explanations that posit a European aptness for business. And 
yet at the same time, the existence of this medieval legacy -  the concept of 
corporation -  in northwestern Europe helped long-distance trade develop in an 
innovative way in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, leading 
to the development of capital markets; for example, the first stock exchange 
was established by the Dutch East India Company in Amsterdam.

This brief analysis o f the development of capitalism in northwestern Europe 
as a result o f  the particular consequences o f the interaction between the legacy 
of the M iddle Ages and the developments of the early modern period suggests 
that, although the modern period may be the logical continuation of the early 
modern era in northwestern Europe, it may not be so elsewhere in the world. 
Because different parts of the world inherited different historical legacies, the 
expansion o f markets and trade that was experienced almost all over the world 
in the sixteenth century did not have the same im pact in every region. That is 
why it may make sense to speak about an almost global early modern era fol­
lowed by a form  o f modernity that originated in northwestern Europe in relation 
to the rise o f capitalism. We may connect this form of modernity more closely 
with the rise of industrial capitalism, which came into being as a result of the 
interaction of early modern capitalist institutions with technological develop­
ments. This modernity was imposed upon or exported all over the world as 
there was practically no escape from capitalist markets once one entered into 
transactions with them; one could only delay their im pact by closely control­
ling economic interactions with these markets. European colonialism provided 
the economic and institutional means for the expansion of capitalism. In short, 
capitalism  and colonialism  transformed early modernity to modernity. How 
about the aspect o f continuity that makes the early m odem  period m odern!

I argue that the early modern and modern periods had two very significant 
sociopolitical developments in common -  the expansion of the political nation 
and the lim itation of royal authority -  both of which started in the early 
modern period and continued into the modern era. Economically speaking, the 
expansion of markets and global trade seems to be the common denom inator of 
the early m odern period. It was this common socioeconomic development thal 
led to the expansion o f the political nation and the limitation o f royal authority 
in, at least, Europe and the Ottoman Empire. It is in relation to these common 
sociopolitical consequences that I define the early modern. This definition 
is not based on an urge to fit the Second Ottom an Empire into an artificial 
description o f the early modern but rather on the revolutionary character of 
early modern political change, the results o f which are still unfolding in the 
m odem  era. This definition thus builds on the most significant lineofcontm uily 
between the early modern and modern periods.

Over  the Iasi four hundred years ol' history there was an unprecedented 
opening in the ranks of  the ruling classes o f  the world. Most societ ies in



premodern history were obsessed with one form o f social stratification or 
another. Although the caste system may have been most pronounced in India, 
the idea that society is divided into groups with unsurpassable barriers between 
them was found almost all over the world. Since the early m odern era, how­
ever, these barriers have been attacked continually. This obviously does not 
mean that we are about to reach social equality, especially because as each new 
group makes it to the other side o f  the barrier, many o f the newly privileged 
become the m ost staunch supporters o f their recently acquired social distinc­
tions. However, m ost of us live and function with the assumption that life is 
a reasonably fair game in which upward mobility is a possibility, however 
illusionary this assumption may be. This is a legacy o f the socioeconomic and 
political developments that started in the early modern era with the expansion 
o f markets and trade.

The conversion of socioeconomic capital into political power took different 
forms in different societies. W hat seems to be common to many a society that 
did not go through the experience of colonization in this period -  which is a 
qualification that excludes many societies in Africa, the Americas, Asia, and 
Oceania -  was either the opening up o f privileged classes to many who would 
never have belonged to them in the past or the relaxation of the requirements 
of entry into the playing field of politics in such a way that commoners could 
start having an im pact on various political decisions. In either case, there was 
a relative democratization of political privileges and a tightening of control 
on the limits o f royal authority, both o f which facilitated the formation of 
collective political identities, which many scholars regard as a cornerstone of 
modernity.18

Throughout this book I have argued that the age o f the Second Empire 
witnessed an expansion of the political nation or a relative democratization 
of political privileges. One may even claim  that the Second Empire was con­
stituted by this expansion. It is true that the Ottoman historical experience 
did not include anything corresponding to Western Europe’s barons and lords 
whose political authority was challenged by the socioeconomic forces of a 
bourgeoisie. Yet if  we stop looking for identical charters o f privileges and 
other formal instruments that define a lord or an incorporated city, we may 
actually see that European and Ottoman societies moved in a comparable 
pace in several areas related to politics. Throughout the course of the seven­
teenth century, m ore and more commoners joined the political nation of the 
Ottoman Empire either by buying their way into the privileged army corps, 
farming taxes and securing a local notable status, or becom ing jurists.19 The 
pressing question in terms o f the early modern character o f  the Second Empire

ls Shımıcl N. liisensladl ami W olfgang S d ılu ılık-r, “ lıılmdııclion: I’alhs lo early m odernities -  
a com para t ive  view,” D aedalus 127/* ( S u m m e r  l (>()S): I IX.

19 A l though  the h ig h e r  u lem a  pos i t ions  w ere  a lm os t  m o n o p o l iz e d  by a limited n u m b e r  o f  
famil ie s  const i tu t ing  the  lords o f  (lie law, or  the rtievali, w h o  m a d e  and u n m a d e  em p e ro rs ,  the 
lower ranks  w ere  open  lor n e w c o m e rs  I )enise K le in 's  path  b ie a k in g  s tudy o f  the  O l to m a n  
11 In  i i.i m the pel ioiI 1 ii 10 I /() I suggest ',  tli.it m any low ı aı ıkıııg | u 1 1 . 1 s c h o la r ,  c am e  f ıom  I lie



is whether a collective O ttom an political identity was in the making during 
this process o f the expansion o f the Ottoman political nation. M y answer is 
yes. Yet to recognize the developm ent of that collective political identity, one 
first needs to understand that there was political development in the premodern 
M iddle East.

One of the influential claims about M iddle Eastern political history is its 
lack o f political development. Collective political identities, which could bring 
together the ruling classes that governed the states in the region with m embers 
o f their societies, are not supposed to have developed in this part o f the world. 
One dynasty followed another in M iddle Eastern history, with no noticeable 
political development throughout the centuries: “w ith the exception of the 
Prophet’s tim e,” Islamic civilization is supposed to have “failed to provide a 
satisfactory political system.”20 Patricia Crone and M artin Hinds locate the 
source of this failure in the strict autonomy of the field of the law: because “a 
ruler who has no say at all in the definition of the law by which his subjects 
have chosen to live cannot rule those subjects in any but a purely military 
sense.”21 If  this was indeed the case, there would be no way, o f course, 
for collective identities to develop that would bring the rulers and the ruled 
together.

In studies of ju rists’ law in the Ottoman Empire of the sixteenth century, 
this overemphasis on the autonomy of the law is reversed, leading to an 
overemphasis on the role of the political authority in the definition of ju rists’ 
law.22 W hen one moves to the seventeenth century and beyond, however, we 
are expected to believe that things turned upside down all of a sudden. The 
“forces of religious fanaticism” were then rampant, taking over the “business 
o f the state” in legal matters.23

Both sets o f assumptions about the history o f ju ris ts’ law, pertaining both 
to the pre-Ottoman and the Ottoman periods, may be revised in light o f the 
present study. In the Ottoman period, something else seemed to be happening 
in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that had some relevance to all 
the assumptions about ju rists’ law. The strict distinction that was supposed to 
exist between public -  or administrative -  and private law began to disappear as 
the political authority was drawn into the domain of private law, perhaps more 
deeply than ever, as a consequence of the sociopolitical changes described 
throughout this study. Yet at the same time, the political authority opened up 
its own dom ain to the scrutiny of jurists to an unprecedented degree. Thus the

provinces o f  the em pire and had relatively m odest backgrounds; D ie osm anischen Ulema des 
17. Jahrhunderts: F ine geschlossene G esellschaft?  (Berlin: K laus Schwarz, 2007).

20 A ndrew  C hristie H ess, “Islam ic civilization and the legend of political failure,” Journal oj 
N ear E astern  Studies 44 (1985): 2 7 -3 9 , at 28.

21 C rone and H inds, G o d ’s C aliph, 109. Wael B. Hallaq hails m ore or less [lie sam e phenom enon 
as an indication o f the suprem acy o f  the “rule o f  law ;” see his “ ‘M uslim rage ' and Islamic 
law,” H astings Law  Journal 54 (2003): 1705--19.

22 See, for instance, Imber, Ebit's-Su ’ml. 21 Barkan, “T urk iyc 'dc din vc dcvlcl,” () l .



seventeenth-century predominance of ju ris ts’ law had more to do with the 
relative success o f the institutional checks on the political authority than the 
religious fanaticism that allegedly tainted this period. Because the political 
authority felt hem m ed in by the limitations imposed on it by ju rists’ law, 
it tried to abolish the kanun altogether in the late seventeenth century and to 
claim jurists’ law as the sole domain of law. By so doing, the political authority 
was counting on having a more formative role in the articulation of ju rists’ 
law so that it could offset the politically limiting impact o f that law.

One may even go one step further and start questioning w hether the division 
between the domain o f the political authority and that of the jurists ever existed 
as strictly as claimed by scholarship on the pre-Ottoman Islamic world. For 
instance, M uham m ad Qasim Zam an’s work on the early A bbasid period (749- 
833) suggests that the jurists and the state were in close contact and, many 
times, acted cooperatively.24 M ore recently, Yossef Rapoport has argued that 
in the M amluk period “the state and its jurists shared a common vision of the 
social good” and that “the state was more actively involved in the legal sphere 
than is commonly assum ed.”25 Thus perhaps there had always existed a domain 
in which the interests o f the administrative-military apparatus and those of the 
legal representatives of social forces, the jurists, were negotiated.26 W hat may 
be distinctive about the Ottoman experience might be the enlargement of this 
common domain, the public sphere as opposed to both private and official 
spheres if  you wish,27 to such a degree that the administration and the society 
made some headway toward establishing a collective political identity. Given 
the fact that this dom ain did not seem to grow very much during the feudal 
age -  between the end o f the Late Antiquity and the beginning of the early 
modem period -  in m ost o f Europe and around the M editerranean, the political 
history of the Islamic world, then, may not be as different as it has been claimed 
to be. Muslim societies were just as alienated from their rulers as the ones in 
Christian Europe where collective political identities developed on the eve of 
modernity.

Such a shared identity between the society and its rulers seemed to be 
emerging in the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire when the connotation of 
the term re’aya, which literally means herd or flock, shifted from subjects or 
peasants in general to non-M uslim  subjects in particular.28 Around the same

24 M uham m ad Q asim  Zam an, Religion and  Politics under the Early ‘Abbasids: The Em ergence  
o f  the Proto-Sunni E lite  (Leiden: Brill, 1997).

25 Yossel' Rapoport, “Legal diversity in the age o f  tac/lid: The four ch ie f qadis under the M am - 
luks,” Islam ic h m  a n d  Society  10 (2003): 210-28 , at 227-8 .

26 Cemal Kafadar, “The O ttom ans and L urope,” 616.
27 For the relevance o f these three categories for a discussion o f m odernity, see E isenstadt and 

Schluehlcr, “ Introduction,” 9 13.
28 As late as  the  late sev en teen th  century ,  the  te rm did not have any d en o m in a t io n a l  con n o ta t io n s ;  

see  F ran c is /ek  M en insk i ,  Thesaurus lingual inn oi ieiiluliiuii liuricac, arabicae, persicae, 
4  vols. (V ienna.  I(>K0), vol. c. .M.’O 10. Yel “ | I |rom  the I .’th / 18th cen tu ry  onw ards ,  the  
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constitutional privileges upset the janissaries. Thus the whole question of m il­
itary reform was a very political question on which hinged the sociopolitical 
privileges of large masses. The janissaries defended their political position of 
opposition to the absolutist designs of sultans and others at the expense of m il­
itary defeats that cost the Ottomans dearly. At the end, the sultans decided to 
acknowledge the janissary corps as a public corporation and in effect granted 
it almost unlim ited autonomy. In consequence, the eighteenth century was the 
m ost peaceful one in terms of political conflicts between the janissaries and 
the court; yet at the same time, it was also a century of m ajor territorial losses, 
contributing to the long-term territorial decline. Not surprisingly, an army 
centered upon a public corporation of middle and lower m iddle class mer­
chants and craftsm en failed to perform  successfully as a professional military 
organization. The long-term result o f this failure was a weakened military that 
left the Ottomans vulnerable against the forces of Russian and, later, western 
European imperialism. A similar fate awaited the ulema, the Ottoman scholars 
who became more and more focused on law at the expense o f other fields of 
inquiry.

If the janissaries constituted the physical guardians of the limits of royal 
authority in the Second Ottoman Empire, the ulema functioned as the sociopo­
litical body that safeguarded the intellectual foundations o f these limits. 
Constitutionalist claims aimed at the lim itation of royal authority, whether 
developed by jurists or others, tended to tap into legalistic thought that drew 
on arguments that, m ore often than not, took their claim  to truth from tradi­
tion -  both invented and received. However, some o f the earliest absolutist 
sultans of the period, such as M urad III and Osman II, patronized scholars like 
the astronomer TaqI al-Dln, the geographer Su’udi, and the ju rist Mullah Ali, 
who used arguments based on experim ent and reason in their works. As argued 
elsewhere, this patronage should be interpreted as an attem pt on the part of the 
court to destabilize the epistemological supremacy o f traditionalist knowledge 
and thereby take control of the field of ju rists’ law by reconstituting it pri­
marily on reason rather than tradition. For the constitutionalists, giving away 
the epistemological ground could lead to giving away their political leverage 
arising from their m onopoly on traditional knowledge, which was the basis o f 
ju rists’ law. Therefore the progress o f scientific thought slowed down in the 
Ottoman Empire as m ost scholars rem ained suspicious o f the absolutist politi­
cal implications of an epistemology that em phasized reason and experience at 
the expense of tradition. For instance, consider the destruction of the Imperial 
Observatory in 1580 or the exclusion of rational sciences from  the curricula 
of law schools.47

Therefore the historical processes that made the Ottoman Empire an early 
modern one also laid Ihe grounds lor ils decline. This should not be surpris­
ing bccause, as indicated earlier, allhough Ihc socioeconomic impact o f the
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early modern period was sim ilar in most of the world, the way in which this 
im pact interacted with the medieval legacy of each region produced different 
outcomes. For instance, a site for the political representation of new social 
forces emerged in both England and the Ottoman Empire. Yet where this 
site was located differed because the medieval legacies of these two polities 
were different: England had inherited a medieval institution called parliament, 
whereas the Ottomans had a military corporation, the janissary corps, which 
transform ed itself into a political organization.

Even though this study sees the Second Empire as much more than a cause 
of future decline -  in that period there was an unprecedented level of proto­
dem ocratization in Ottoman political structures as well as the development o f a 
fairly constitutional monarchy -  one may still ask what exactly is the difference 
between the Ottoman decline proposed here and the one that has recently been 
discarded by Ottoman historiography.48 The first and obvious difference is this 
study’s categorical rejection o f “cultural” explanations. Second, the present 
study privileges local dynamics and identifies the actors of change prim arily 
within the Ottoman Empire. Third, this study does not single out an institution 
or a people to unload responsibility for “failure.” Fourth, according to this 
study, the Ottoman Empire did not decline because it was too conservative 
to adapt to the requirements of a new age. To the contrary, the em pire was 
truly transform ed during the seventeenth century under the im pact of the 
socioeconomic changes brought about by the expansion of an imperial market 
economy. Last but not least, the framework presented in this study as a tool 
to approach Ottoman history between the late sixteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries is not centered on decline but rather on socioeconomic and political 
transformation. As such, decline is at once marginalized but also recognized.

Each society’s future is shaped by a conversation between its past and 
present. The late medieval past o f the Ottoman Empire, which this study 
calls the patrimonial empire (1453-1580), had created certain institutions 
that constituted the legacy inherited and then transformed by the Second 
Empire. Some o f these medieval institutions were so truly transformed in the 
early m odern era that they could not carry out some of their older functions 
appropriately; for example, the janissaries who quit fighting and became a 
sociopolitical corporation that came to represent lower and m iddle classes 
of Ottoman society or the jurist-scholars who becam e much m ore juridical 
than scholarly in their endeavors to lim it royal authority. This does not mean, 
however, that the janissaries and the jurists were responsible for the Ottoman

48 For the classic form ulation o f the case for the O ttom an decline, see Lewis, “Som e reflections;" 
the decline paradigm  has been approached critically  since, at least, the 1970s; see Roger Owen, 
“The M iddle E ast in the eighteenth century -  an ‘Islam ic’ society in decline: A critique ol 
G ibb and B ow en’s Islam ic Society and  the. West," Review  o f  M iddle lutsl S tudies  I ( l97iS): 
101-12. F or m ore recent responses, see Hathaway, “ Problem s o f periodization," Darling. 
“A nother look at periodization;” Donald Q uatacrl, “O ttom an history w riting anil changing 
attitudes tow ards the notion o f  ‘d ec lin e ,’” H istory C om pass I (August 2(103).



decline. If anything, the way in which they transformed their late medieval 
selves and their relationship with each other as well as with the dynasty was 
truly revolutionary, leading to the proto-dem ocratization of Ottoman political 
structures and the development of an unwritten constitution about the limits 
o f Ottoman royal authority. Taking the epigraph of this conclusion as a model, 
this study suggests that the Second Ottoman Empire was moving forward in 
all senses of the word. It is only when we look backward with a view to 
understanding its eventual disappearance that we detect structural problems in 
the relationship between its past and present that weakened it in the long term.
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