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Dervish and Sultah: An Analysis of the Otman Baba
Vilayetnamesi

ViLaverwame-1 suctan orman, also referred to in the work as Vildyet-
ndme-i Shahior Vilayetname-i Sultan Baba, was completed in August
1483 by one of Baba’s dervishes, Kiigiik Abdal, a nickname given by
Otman Baba himself.! From a reference in the work we learn that the
author was with Otman Baba in the Dobruja in 1462. Written by one
of Baba’s dervishes who evidently collected material carefully, and
from Baba’s own words, the Vildyetname constitutes an important
source for an authentic account of Baba’s life, the Sufi doctrine of
abdalism, and the history of Rum Abdallart in general. Although
presented and interpreted as a manakibname, Baba’s life and extraor-
dinary deeds are told in a way that allows us to penetrate the actual
situations and motives. Instead of stereotyped stories common to such
hagiographic literature, all of the stories obviously belong to Baba’s
own experiences. With this characteristic the work can be putin the
same category as Manakib al-'Arifin or Manakib-i Giilgheni, rather
than with the Saltukname.? Here I shall concentrate on the data with
regard to Baba’s relations with the sultan, leaving a systematic
examination of this important historical source to another study.

Kiiciik Abdal, author of the Vilayetndme, being well informed
about the Sufi doctrine from which Otman Baba’s deeds were derived,
added an introduction with illuminating comments:

This is the age of vildya (davr-i vildya) . . . vilaya is the
shepherd of prophethood. Whoeveris subject to the appearance
of vilaya, he is the promoter of it in the outer and inner worlds,
because prophethood is entrusted to vilaya. Anyone who is
against vilaya and the holder of vilaya becomes a denier of
prophethood, and therefore an infidel.
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Below heaven God has his aviiya; nobody knows who
they are except God himself. Now a vali is the man who
controls everything in this world but needs nobody.

Vilaya becomes absolutely pure and clean. He is the
khalifa of God in the universe. ... He extinguishes his
human limitations in the state of union with God. . . . Atthis
stage a true dervish desires nothing but al-hakk (the Truth,
the Divinity). He enjoys a total freedom from worldly ties.

Kutb al-Aktab, thatis, God’semissary (khalifa-i khuda),
is that man who makes happen anything he wishes . . . and
for it needs no means or help. ... The kutbiyya is the
higheststage (rmakdm)thatmancanreach. . . . Extinguishing
all his human limitations a kutb is in a constant state of
entasis. He sees everything in the universe in his own
being. . .. He is on the throne of kutbiyya in the center of
the assembly of souls. A kutb contemplates al-hakk all the
time. The two worlds become a paradise for mankind for his
sake.

The divan-i saltanar (imperial council), which Otman held by
convoking his abddls on special occasions, recalls the “assembly of
souls.”

The Vilayetname reproduces Baba’s own words exactly as he
pronounced them, revealing an Azeri accent that changed ‘k’ into
‘kh.” According to Kiigiik Abdal, what made Otman Baba different
from other avliya was that he claimed toembody Divine Truth (hakk),
as well as the Prophets Muhammed, Jesus, Moses, and Adam. He was
the Prophet’s secret mystery, sirr. Baba said: “I am the iron pole from
the earth to the sky,” which was obviously a reference to being kutb
or one of the aviad (four poles in the doctrine, see below).

Otman Baba made people believe in his divine power by instilling
fear in their hearts, by using his club (kuitiik), and by manifesting his
hayba and calal (awe-inspiring majesty). In Sufi doctrine, /makhafa
(fear) is one of the paths, the other two being mahabba (love) and
ma‘rifa (gnosis). Thus, it seems that Otman Baba gave priority to
makhafa in his rarika. Vilayetname celebrates his overpowering his
opponents with these verses:

You, power of God, master of the age,
You take the life of those who deny;
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When you give a blow with the hand of divine power
The oppressor realizes his place before you

You make the Sultan of the world realize his right place
You take the souls of all creatures
And in the end you remain as the only one in the universe.

In brief, according to the Vildyetndme Otman Baba was the kurb
or “the pole of the universe” in his time, and so all things including the
Sultan had to recognize and consult him in their acts. The idea of
kutbiyya is the basic belief in the radical forms of the Islamic Sufi
doctrine, in particular, in the kalandariyye and abdalism.

In his discourse on vilaya and vali, ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami® distin-
guishes a particular group of men of vildya (ashab al- vilaya or ashab
al-sirr) who are supposed to be in a constant state of contemplation of
God (mushahada). Living in a constant state of entasis (jazba), they
are oblivious of all worldly things. This is the highest stage in the path
ofa Sufi. The sign of prophethood is forever manifest with them. They
are in control of everything in the universe. Rain falls, sultans remain
in power, skies turn in space for the sake of their blessing (haraka).
They are not known to people nor recognizable in their appearance.
Sufi literature elaborates a detailed description of this particular
group. Itis said that at the bottom there are three hundred ak/iydr with
the “power of loosing and binding” (hall wa’ FFak), forty of these are
called abdal.* Seven of the abdals occupy the seat of budala. and four
of the budala occupy the seat of aivtad. Among them there are three
nukaba and one kutb. They are all known to each other and each acts
with the knowledge and agreement of the others. Each of the seven
abdals is assigned by God to take care of one of the seven regions of
the world, and the four awtad guard the four cardinal points.

Theakhyar donot need a guide (murshid) to reach kutbiyya. Ineach
age lives one kurh or ghawth who is a successor to the Prophet in
calling people to the truth (hakk). Abdals do not stay in one place.
They are free from all worldly concerns, so they do not have family,
home, or any kind of property. Their tombs are withoutatrace. All this
explains why abdals do not have, as a rule, an established tarika or a
shrine. They are not known to ordinary people, who usually take them
for fools or for ones possessed and mistreat them. In the Vilayetname
Otman Baba is presented as a kutb al-aktab in control of two worlds
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(tasarruf-i du jahan). There are twelve kutbs for each age. Before
Otman Baba, Hajji Bekdash and then Sheikh Shudja were kutb in the
region of Rum (Anatolia). Kutb is the center and axis of the world, and
all the happenings in this world take place with the knowledge and
initiative (ikdam) of the kutb. Only rarely does the kutb assume
control of both the spiritual and the material worlds. Two imams,
°Abd al-Rabb and *Abd al-Malik, take seats on either side of the kutb
(Otman Baba had two abdals: Deli Umur and Kaymal), and the kutb
supervises the angelic kingdom and worldly kingdom through them.

To follow Otman Baba’sdeeds (karamat) as told in the Vilayetname,
we have also to remember the Sufi doctrine of the universal man (al-
insan al-kamil).> The outer macrocosm (al-zahir) includes all indi-
vidual beings, and duality is of the nature of this world. Butin the sight
of the Essence the universe appears like a single one. Unity of beings
and things is the essential truth. “Among all the beings of this world
man alone has a vision which in virtuality includes all things. . . . All
the possibilities which are unfolded in the world are principally
contained in man’s intellectual essence.” In man, the subjective
polarization of the spirit reaches its culminating point. The global
meaning is actualized only in one who has effectively realized all the
universal truths reflected in his terrestrial form, and who is thus
identified with the Perfect or Universal Man. Among men, the
prophets and the poles (kutb), having realized union or the Supreme
Identity, become the Universal Man. He is the Unique Prototype (al-
anmuzaj al-farid). All of the divine qualities or relationships (nasab)
are integrated in him.®

For Max Weber, who was interested in dervish religion in Islam,’
the Otman Baba type of dervish comes under the category of contem-
plative mystics: The “contemplative mystic is concentrated with
perceiving the essential meaning of the world . . . unity beyond all
empirical reality. . . . (He) requires of himself the maintenance of his
state of grace against every pressure of the mundane order.”® The
contemplative mystic believes he is God’s instrument. For him,
mystic illumination constitutes “the most notable form of an aware-
ness of having executed the divine will.”” His activism comes from the
belief that he has reached the mystical truths which “come to assume
a central position within, and to exert an integrating influence upon,
the total view of the world.” He becomes what Weber calls a
“mystagogue’” and a revolutionary.
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Our Vilayetname provides a description of an abdal. When asked
by the cadi of Dirnavi (Trnovo), Otman Baba himself defined abdal
as follows. “An abdal is the man who gives up all but Allah (ma siva
allah), and finds himself absorbed within the love of the Divine Truth.
Atthis union (visal) there is no room for other things. The abdal finds
himself and all things which are written in the Divine Tablet (khatt-
i-ilahi) in God’s creatures, and sees nothing but the Divine Truth (al-
hakk) around himself. He is the one who reaches (erer) the stage of
absolute and direct knowledge of the Truth (“ilm al-yakin).” On
another occasion, his abdals, answering the cadi of Edirne, describing
Otman Baba as “the old man (koca) of our age. He is the kuth al- a ktab
and the sun in the zodiac of the Divine Truth. And we are his slaves
seeking knowledge (talib banda).” Kiiiik Abdal writes: “Here and
hereafter, (the holder of) the vilaya becomes God’s favor and reveals
God’s compassion and power for the world. It is (the holder of) the
Vilaya who is the master of the world.” In fact, Otman Baba’s life as
described in the Vilayetname by one of his disciples is the most
authentic and reliable picture of what an abdal is and what his beliefs
are.

The Vilayetname refers to Otman Baba most of the time as kdan-i
vilayet (mine of vilaya), also occasionally as sirr-i hakk (Mystery of
God), dhat-i bi-mithal (unrivaled essence), maksud-i insan (purpose
of man), kutb-i alam (pole of the universe), or kutb al- a ktab (pole of
poles). Titles or attributes used by the wordly powers, such as sultan,
shah, padishah are also given to him to refer to his absolute sovereign
position in the whole universe. _

Abdal activism and its sociopolitical nature become clear when the
abdals’ actions and social connections are examined in light of their
belief. In their doctrine the paramount principle is to reach and help
the oppressed and helpless (mazliin), those who have left their home
and wanderabout (gharib), and the powerless (miskin). They describe
themselves as gharib and miskin. They declare they are against “those
who oppress people for their love of worldly possessions and vanity.”
In their doctrine “those who have wordly acquisitions are not God’s
true slaves.”

Throughout the Vilayetname we find Otman Baba helping the
helpless in the fields or the ghazis in their fight against the infidels.
Helping the helpless at the right moment is also one of the qualities of
Hidr and Ilyas, so in the Vilayeindme there is a close association and
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cooperation between them and Baba. On the other hand, restoring
orderand justice onearth gives the groupto which the abdals pelgnge.d
its militant character, and this has a direct bearing on our pointin this
paper.

Since Mehmet the Conqueror became one of the most powerful an'd
autocratic padishahs following his unprecedented deeds in Islamic
historv. and since he imposed upon his subjects, particularly on the
nomads. heavy obligations for his imperial plans, Otman Baba,}he
kutb-i "&lam, chose him as the one to challenge. The Vildyetn_an'ze
revolves around the Sufi doctrine of kutbiyya and al-insan al-kamil,
and Otman Baba as kutb al-akiab claims control not only of the
spiritual but also of the actual socio-political life of his time. Abdal
militancy explains Otman Baba’s association with segmemec.I groups
of Ottoman society. the frontier ghdzis and the Yiiriiks. Their large-
scale rebellion occurred in 1416 under the leadership of Sheikh Badr
al-Din in the same area where Otman Baba later became active.” The
Yiiriiks'® felt strongly that they were suffering under the centralist-
bureaucratic regime of the Ottoman sultans. Since the settled peas-
ants, the re’ava, could not be employed for such tasks as construction
of bridges ana fortresses or work in the mines, the central bureiaugr§cy
mobilized Yiiriiks as readily available labor for such works.' .Yuruks
were subjected to various military duties under strict regulatloi.ls not
only in these heavy works but also as light footmen or guards in th-c
fortresses or raiders at the frontier zones. Exemption from extr.aordl-
nary taxes as compensation was not enough to alleviate the pllg}}t of
these pastoral nomads, for all the restrictions and.state .regulatlons
brought unbearable burdens incompatible with their bgsm economy
and way of life. A profound hostility toward the increasingly bure.au—
cratized state of the sultans made the Yiirliks open to any radical
propaganda, whether in the eastern Balkansorin A.natoli‘a,.where they
were an important part of the population.'” Socio-religious move-
ments with radical views thatdenied the legitimacy of the sultan’s rule
or anything representing the present order of the world appeale‘d to
them. Otman Baba’s abdals, mainly shepherds—the most destitute
members of the Yiiriiks society—joined him and created in h'im the
superman power challenging the great sultan and cxf‘ejrythmg he
represented.“Don’t you see,” the Vilayetname states, if someone
owes his livelihood to a worldly ruler (diinya begi), and somehow he
disagrees with what he orders, they accuse him Of' rebtltllionil‘hey
throw him in a dungeon and kill him.” The Yiiriks, in this tradition,
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were not distinguished from the frontier ghazis. The ghaziyan are
cited by °Agik Paga-zade side by side with the abddldn, as the
instruments of God to spread His word.!?

But now, ghazis were to be found only on the distant frontiers of the
empire. Receiving nosalary, as the standing army or the timar-holders
did, they had to rely exclusively on the booty they could take in the
dangerous raids into neighboring Christian countries. Both groups,
the ghazis and abdals, of the same social background, made a strong
partnership. Jihadi frontier fighting in the path of God, and mujahada
of the dervish to conquer the path leading to God, had a common
mystic meaning.**

To be a dervish exempts one from paying taxes, and the income of
a monastery provides food. For a poor peasant, who had to leave his
father’s home because the ¢ift land, either because of its limited size
or for any other reason, could not feed an expanding family, the way
out was torun away. He could join raiders on the frontier; or he could
be a wage laborer (irgat); or he could be a sithte (softa), that is, a
student at a small town madrasa; or he could become 1 dervish. In all
of these endeavors he was freed from taxes and burcaucratic control.
On the other hand, to wander aboutin the countryside was neither easy
or safe. Otman Baba in his wanderings was taken as a runaway slave
several times by ordinary Muslim and Christian peasants.

Those who joined OtmanBaba as his abdals were mostly shepherds
from the Yiiriik population of Dobruja and the eastern Balkan range.
This area, densely populated by Yiiriiks or Tiirkmen (Turcomans),
forefathers of the present-day Turks of Bulgaria, prospered by raising
sheep and exporting to large cities wool, hides, and cheese, as well as
their coarse woollen and felt manufactures. Yanbolu, one of the towns
Baba visited, was an important center of felt manufacturing and
exported throughout the empire.'” It is interesting to note that while
Otman Baba was in Edirne, a Yiiriik who brought sheep to the city
Jjoined his abdals. Baba outraged the butchers of Edirne by taking
lambs which were hanging by their feetand throwing them in the mud
in the street. They brought the case to the cadi’s court, but he could do
nothing against Baba. In short, Ouman appears to have recruited his
dervishes mostly from among the simple Yiiriiks of the eastern
Balkans, from Vize to the mouth of the Danube.!¢ It is to be remem-
bered that the settlement of Yiiriiks and their forming of small villages
was an ongoing process in the area.!” Yiiriiks in Dobruja and Deli-
Orman served at the same time as ghazis or raiders (akincts), under
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famous frontier begs such as Mihal Oglu ‘Ali Beg. In the Vilayetname,
‘Ali Beg is described as a ghazi beg who recognizes Otman Baba as
a saint, and becomes a kind of protector. The frontier begs were
traditionally autonomous and centrifugal in the face of the sultan’s
centralist government. This conflict became especially tense during
Mehmed the Conqueror’s time, since he had embarked upon a
particularly strong centralist empire.

In the past, the same policy appears to have played an important part
in the terrible insurrection of abdals under the leadership of Sheikh
Badr al-Din, in which the frontier population, and their brothers who
were left in the Sarukhan-Izmir area, participated.'® (Interestingly
enough, Otman Baba’s early activities took place in Sarukhan before
he moved—-or was deported—to the eastern Balkans.) It was under
Bayezid I (1389-1402) that the Yiiriiks of Sarukhan were exiled to
Rumeli, and the Yiiritk migration continued later on as better eco-
nomic conditions and ghaza' booty attracted them.

Historical sources suggest that there was a constant migration of
Turcoman tribal groups from the east.'” They first arrived in western
Anatolia, and then crossed the Dardanelles to settle in the eastern
Balkans and Macedonia. Baba started his career in Azerbaijan, then
moved to western Anatolia, and finally to the eastern Balkans. His
center of activities became the area between Misivri, Zagra and
Babadag. In this region Tanridagi, a center of the Yiiriiks known as
Tannidag Yiiriikleri, was the favorite wandering area of our dervish,
and finally his rarika and tekke were located there. In brief, Otman
Baba’s association with the Yiiriiks of the eastern Balkans is a key
point in understanding his social and religious background.

There is a common assumption that the oriental ruler has absolute
power and that the ruled are totally passive and submissive. But
advice-to-king literature of the East makes it quite clear that without
popular support a ruler is not secure on his throne.” What made
dervishes so powerful and defiant was precisely that they were
tremendously influential in shaping public opinion in the traditional
society in which they lived.

The dervishes, preachers, and men of religion in general assumed
a legitimizing authority in the Islamic state. The bureaucrat-historian
Mustafa ‘Ali advised the sultan to banish those preachers who
compared themselves to Bayazid Bistami or Junayd Baghdadi and
misled simple-minded people by their demagoguery. “Those so-
called spiritual guides (murshid) cause alienation of people from the
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Sultan by their unfounded criticisms.” An important part of the
public treasure goes to thousands of duf d-giiyan, who had no other
function than “saying prayers” for the sultan. But, in fact, these di d-
gliyan, who included dervishes, were expected to perform a most
fundamental function for the sultan by supporting him among the
people. Such a function was assumed by dervishes in the countryside.

The Vilayetname, however, bitterly attacks all those conformist
dervishes:

They are afraid of the lords of this world (diinya begleri),
They invite people to the path of the Truth,

But their followers are none but boys and women.

All they are concerned about are material gains,

They have no self-respect or honesty.

The group which Otman denounced as hypocrites included ulema,
sufis, danishmends, and mashayikh. Ulema and danishmends were
particularly hostile, even more intensely than government authorities,
toward Otman and his abdals, who attacked them because abdals
believed they were concerned only with zahir— the appearances-—
and not with the Truth. In the Vildyetname, sufis are those devout
Muslims who perform only the outward ritual for the sake of favors
in the other world. Mashayikh are those sheikhs of religious orders
who accept wakf grants from people or the staic, establish a monas-
tery, and secure for themselves and their offspring aneasy life. In fact,
many such zaviyes, established for the sheikhs of particular orders,
controlled quite large sources of income in the form of land and animal
stock free of taxation. Administration of the income was in the hands
of the sheikh, who transmitted it to his offspring. Some of the sheikhs
were very prosperous indeed.”? In their diplomas from the sultan they
were asked to serve the travelers and the poor and to constantly pray
for the sultan. For the abdals, such conformist mashayikh were
hypocrites. As the Vilayetname puts it, “They sell a false ma‘rifa,
amas§ worldly possessions, and pretend to provide spiritual guid-
ance.”

Without any wakf, Baba performed charitable acts. On the moun-
tain he started building a bridge, inviting others to cooperate in its
completion. He and his abdals lived on alms which were given
voluntarily. In all the stories in the Vildyetndme, Otman Baba reacts
violently against those who try to give him gifts, even when the sultan
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offers them in total humility. Sometimes as a favor (muruvva) he
accepts a gift in order to distribute it among his abdals and t'he needy.
In the ascetic period of his career he sustained himself by eating leaves
and the fruit of wild trees. But when later on he established his own
tarika and had his own abdals, he had to feed them. Apparently he
never accepted wakfs from the sultan, and when the sultan offered to
build a monastery for him he refused. The Vilayetname tells us,
however, that he asked peasants or ghizi begs returning from a boot.y
raid to send sheep as votive offerings (nadhr). Otman Baba and hlS.
abdals are described as remaining absolutely faithful to the Sufi
principle of poverty (fakr), in order to distinguish themselves from
those “hypocrite” dervishes and mashayikh. Nevertheless,'Otman
Baba was against begging. Charities can be accepted, he said, only
when they are given absolutely voluntarily by the donor.

Otman Baba neither rejected nor directly challenged the power and
the authority of the great ghazi sultan Mchmed the Conqueror, bu't he
made him believe and admit that Otman Baba himself was responsible
for all his ghaza victories, because he was the axis (kutb) of the }vorld
in the age, the Divine Truth, and the one and only power in the
universe which determined things to happen both here and in the
hereafter. Sultan Mehmed claimed to be the foremost ghazi of his age,
as expressed in his victory letter to the sultan of Egypt after the
conquest of Constantinople. Later, he declared to the world that the
sword of ghaza was in his hand. After the conquest, when Ak Shams
al- Din, his spiritual mentor, said that the conquest was the V\forliof the
awilya, Mehmet replied: “Tt was my sword that took the city.” Now
Otman Baba, the spiritual guide of the frontier ghazis, came and
showed the ghazi sultan that without his knowledge and support he
could achieve nothing.

What makes our Vilayetndme of special interest is that unlike most
of the manakibnames it chronicles the career of the saint in clos’e
relation with that of Mehmed the Conqueror, and associates the saint’s
most spectacular miracles with the sultan. The Vilayetname follows,
with remarkable accuracy in chronology, the sultan’s deeds and the
important events of his time.

One day, Otman Baba, sitting at Silivri-Kap1 in Istanbul, overheard
the sultan express his intention to capture Belgrade from the Hungar-
ians, while walking and discussing the campaign with Mahrpud
Pasha. The dervish warned the sultan not to undertake this Campalgn:’
“They shall squeeze fire in the bells and you will have to flee’
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(“Canlarina od nkarlar, kacarsin” ). The sultan became angry and
pulled out his sword out. Mahmud Pasha rushed up and said, “My
lord, this man is not what you think. He is a man of vilaya. Despite the
warning, Mehmed undertook the campaign, and everything Otman
had said came true. Another time, Otman intercepted the sultan on his
tour of the city, and asked straightaway: “Tell me who is the sultan,
youorI?”The sultan, remembering Baba’s words about the Bel grade
campaign, dismounted at once and kissed the dervish’s hand: “You
arc the padishah and the Divine sirr, my beloved father. [ am only your
humble servant.” Baba said: “You should know that [ am padishah,
not you,” and then they exchanged mysterious signs (marmuzat).
Later, when the sultan sent Otman Baba gold pieces with one of his
solaks, the dervish became angry and shouted at the solak: “Do not
bring this filth close to me.” Thus, after the Belgrade campaign the
sultan had complete faith in Otman’s wildya.

It was the custom with Ottoman sultans to walk around the city in
disguise to hear what was said about them and to surprise wrongdoers.
When the sultan was touring the city’s monasterics to find out what
people were saying about him, Baba recognized him and asked:
“Now, tell me at once, who is Otman, you or 17” The sultan, startled
by this question, replied: “My beloved father, Otman, is you, I am
not.” Baba said: “You must believe that T am Otman and you are my
son.”

The most dramatic story in the Vilayetndme is the one describing
how the dervish imposed himself as a mentor of the sultan. The story
begins with the arrival of Otman Baba in Edirne with his three hundred
abdals in late 1474. By their appearance and behavior Baba and his
abdals stunned the townspeople: “They did notlook like any group of
people in this world.” Crowds rushed to see these strange dervishes
“with the awe-inspiring huge man” at their head. With a club in his
hand Otman Baba was chasing the crowd, shouting, “You ugly
townsmen, shall I have to be afraid of you? No, because I am God’s
Mystery (sirr) without a sign.” Their presence in the city caused
people to argue and become divided among themselves. It appears
that the simple people feared and showed an intense hostility; and the
administrators, cadi and subashi, tried to get rid of these troublemak-
ers as soon as possible. Otman Baba’s public staterments made the
ulema furious. He declared: “It is I who created this city, I am the sign
of Truth (hakk). I am the Prophets Adam, Muhammad, Jesus, and
Moses. I have no fear of you. . . . With God's command I hold in my
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hands the souls of all of you.” The ulema decided that by uttering these
words he proved himself an infidel. The cadi, threatening to put all in
jail, urged them to leave the city; otherwise, he said, he would report
to the sultan.

Otman Baba and his abdals left in the direction of their original
homeland in the eastern Balkans, but they had to return from Kirk-
Kilise (now Kirklareli) to Edirne. The reason given in the Vildyetndame
is that there Baba, throwing a look (razar)in the direction of Istanbul,
received the inspiration to go to “the City of Hasan and Husayn.” The
same source makes it clear a bit later that the sultan had ordered that
Baba and his abdals be sent to Istanbul in custody.” At this point a
dreamdreamt by one of the abdals shows how they actually feltabout
this order. In the dream, the Vilayeindme relates, a man with the
appearance of ‘Ali descends from the sky wearing red headgear (kizil
bérk) and holding a sword, and addresses Otman Baba,saying: “You,
the sirr of the two worlds, do me a favor and let me massacre these
hypocrites.” Otman repliesthatitis not the time, and says to be patient.
The man from the sky says:“How can we be patient in the face of such
oppression and injustice, already beyond endurance?”

Such a rebellious mood reflects how Sheikh Badr al-Din’s abdals,
and later Shah-Kulu’s followers,* felt about the Ottoman govern-
ment. In fact, Baba challenged even the sultan. When the sultan’s
emissary, a kul, arrived to take him to Istanbul in a coach, he said, in
“his awe-inspiring majesty” (hayba va jalal): “Who is that man you
call Mehmed?” and waved his club in the air. He dissipated his abdals’
fears and led them to Istanbul. The Vilayetname tells that his journey
to Istanbul served to enhance his fame and prestige. At Baba-Eskisi,
for example, the people welcomed him, kissing his hands and slaugh-
tering sacrificial sheep for him. Even the kul, evidently a Janissary,
confessed that his headgear (bdrk) came from Hajji “Bekdash.” When
the company came in sightof Istanbul at Kiigiik-Cekmece, Baba told
his abdals: “Halt, let us take this fortress and massacre the army of the
jealous ones, and cut the breasts of the atheists.” The Vilayetname
interprets these words as follows: Sultan Mehmed and the Muslims
living in this city conquered and made it Muslim only in appearance
(zahir), but now it was the age of vilaya, and the city should be the
scene of its miracles.

When Otman Baba and his abdals entered the city, crowds came to
watch them. While some people found them odd and strange, others
were deeply impressed, taking them for holy men. The authorities,

Dervish and Sultan = 31

unaware of the sultan’s change of mind, had made preparations to
impale or strike them on hooks at the At- Meydan, but thought that
they should have the sultan’s final order. To their amazement, the
sultan ordered instead that Otman Baba and his abdals should be
settled in the Kilig-Manastir1 (near Silivri-Kap1). The abdals believed
this was a miracle by Otman Baba. On the part of the sultan it was the
correct decision, if one considers what the popular reaction would
have been throughout his realm to such a mass execution of the abdals.
The ulema, however, not bound by such concerns, insisted that their
heresy should be eliminated from the earth.

The Vilayetname tells us that the monastery was still surrounded by
aregiment, and that the threat was still there. In anger, Otman Baba
then struck the ground with his club and shouted: “Look, Iam the Old
Man of the Last Age in this world. I shall show you who [ am by
demolishing your palace over your head.” Then a terrible storm broke
outin Istanbul. The sultan was running from one corner to another in
his palace. On the next day, he convoked the imperial council and
asked about this unusual phenomenon. “They told him,” the
Vilayetname says, “that you choose to fight against a man who had the
power of thewhole universe with the twenty-four thousand prophets.
Otman Baba sits on the zodiac of both prophethood and sainthood
(nubuvva and vilaya). If you fell upon him even with an army of a
hundred thousand men, he would crush you with one hand and bring
your crown and throne to the ground.” The ulema, however, u rged the
sultan to execute at least some of the abdals as an example to “those
who might attempt to cause dissension among the Muslims.” In
reading the Vilayetname one senses the extremely tense atmosphere
inIstanbul at that time. These events happened just after the execution
of Mahmud Pasha, whom public opinion, in opposition to the exces-
sively autocratic rule of the conqueror, had made amartyr. Finally, the
sultan sent to the monastery the Grand Vizir Sinan Pasha with the
kadicasker, then the head of the ulema, with a large company.
Surrounded by his abdals Otman Baba challenged them also. Finally,
he had to leave the city.

Gentile Bellini was in Mehmed the Conqueror’s service in Istanbul
during the period 1480 to 1481. The sultan asked him to paint the
portrait of a dervish. Gian-Maria Angiolello, then a page at the
seraglio, tells us that the sultan was not pleased with the dervish, and
prohibited him from praising him by relating his conquests at the
Bazaar.” When the painting was completed the sultan asked Bellini
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what he thought of the dervish. Upon his insistence, the painter
expressed his candid opinion and said: “He must be a madman.” The
sultan replied: “But I do not want to be lauded by a madman.” Bellini
said, “then why don’t you make him your chief dervish?” and the
sultan acted accordingly. Angiolello adds that, in fact, “the Conqueror
did not believe in any religion, and that was everybody’s opinion.”
From this interesting conversation it may be inferred that the sultan
showed the dervish reverence not out of sincere conviction but for
practical reasons, although letters discovered in the Topkap: Palace
archives indicate that Mehmed II consulted holy men about the
outcome of his undertakings. Perhaps he thought this was unavoid-
able, and even useful, in the environment in which he lived. In his
youth his teacher was the noted Molla Khosraw, who was known as
a legist of positive thinking. But the dervish referred to in this story
cannot be Otman Baba.

According to the Vilayetname, Otman Baba died on 8 Rejeb 883/
5O0ctober 1478. We are able to follow hislegacy notin the Vilayetname,
which stops with his death, but in a popular anonymous chronicle.?
The assassination attempt against Bayezid IT in the summer of 1492
may be related to Otman Baba’s abdals. The chronicle says,

Returning from his campaign in Albania, Bayezid came
over to Monastir where he stayed a few days. The same day
he set out from Monastir. When he was crossing a stream,
a cursed man of heresy and unbelief, clad in felt, maybe a
Haydari dervish, with rings on his neck and ears, an un-
circumecised infidel, attacked the sultan to kill him. Waiting
for the sultan on his way, and thinking it was the right time
to attack, he suddenly assaulted him. Shouting “T am the
Mahdi” (menem Mahdi) and pulling a sword frominside his
felt cloak, he rushed against the sultan. Those cowardly
chaushes who were marching in front of the sultan dis-
persed when the dervish approached to attack him. At this
moment Iskender Pasha, one of the sultan’s viziers who
happened to be there, rushed and struck the man with his
mace so hard that he instantly rolled over his crushed head.
Some brave men who were close hastened and tore the
attacker into pieces with their swords.”

Two years later, when there was great anxiety as a result of
preparations for a crusade in Rome with Jem Sultan, pretender to the
Ottoman throne, Bayezid ordered the cadi of Edirne to round up all
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atheist abdals, dervishes, and 1shiks “in the area cast of Filibe and
Zagra,and punish, after investigation and hearings, those among them
uttering blasphemous words.”*® Accordingly, the cadi made investi-
gations and arrested a few of “the followers of Othman Dede, who
was a possessed man (majzith), and exccuted them by torture. Another
group of forty or fifty dervishes were put to torture, and two of them
who were found guilty under the shari law were hanged. The rest of
the dervishes were deported to Anatolia.”

The chronicle, written for simple people, then relates a miracle
performed by a dervish in Istanbul. This dervish crossed the sea from
Davud-Pasha-Kapusu to the other side of the water sitting on his
cloak. The chronicle adds: “There is no wonder, there are and there
will be among people abdals, majziibs, crens and valis. The order of
this universe depends on them. But erens conceal themselves from
people and wander about unknown. They do not make their miracles
known to the public. They rarely make them apparent.”

The abdals of the eastern Balkans survived the 1494 purge, how-
ever.” The khalifas and da‘is of Shah Ismacil found followers among
them in the area in the last anarchical years of Sultan Bayezid II, and
under Selim .
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The Ottoman Succession and Its Relation to the
Turkish Concept of Sovereignty

A GLance at the tree of the Ottoman Sultans will show that until the
death of Ahmed I (1603-1617) the throne always passed from father
to son; it is only after that date that we see the accession of brothers.
Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall attempted to explain this phenomenon
in the following manner: the Ottomans followed the seniority prin-
ciple, inherited from the time of Chin ggis Khan, whereby the throne
devolved first upon the eldest son or, if there were no son, upon the
oldestliving relative of the deceased ruler.’ Because of the practice of
fratricide, however, the need to invoke the latter proviso did not arise
until 1617 when, for the first time upon the death of a Sultan, a brother
was found to be still living. Rejecting this explanation, Friedrich
Giese put forth the view that there was no law or principle governing
Sultanic successionamong the Ottomans.? Similarly, Wilhelm Radloff
had earlier given examples showing that no established rules for
succession prevailed among any of the Turkish peoples.® Finally,
Laszlo Ferenc viewed the problem from a wider perspective, stating
conclusively that among the Turks, “every member of the ruling
dynasty has a claim on the right to rule, there exists neither a
primogenitura nor a senioratus principle of succession.”™
More recently, proponents of both the senioratus principle,
whereby the eldest member of the ruling family assumes the throne,
and of the primogenitura principle, whereby only the eldest son has
the right to succeed, have come forward. Zeki Velidi Togan, for
instance, stated that “because the title of great khan passed to the
eldest brother, the area of his residence would become the center of
the state. This practice was prevalent also among the Karakhanids,
successors to the Kok Tiirks.” Togan elsewhere stated, rather am-
biguously, “Among the Karakhanids the rightto Kaghanship, accord-
ing to old Turkish traditions, belonged to the eldest prince of that
segment of the family which was predominant.”s Osman Turan stated



